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An Introduction, of Sorts.  A Conclusion, of Sorts.
My characters have a tendency to die in the end.
Not always, but a lot of the time.  For death is truly an ending to a story.  Without 
3the death, the story continues after I stop writing; I just have decided not to tell all of it.  
But why, I have to ask myself, do my characters meet the same fate as red-shirted ensigns 
or post-coital teenagers in slasher films?  Is it a deep-seated desire within myself to 
maintain control of the characters?  Their lives would continue after my narrative ends if 
they were allowed to survive, that is true.  Am I afraid that they'll develop autonomy, 
taking on worlds even more exciting than I planned for them?
I'm sure that may be true.  After all, the reason I write is to understand these ideas.  
About myself.  About others.  About the world.  And if my characters outgrow me, then I 
have very little opportunity to understand them.  I'm only just graduating from college, 
and there are still a lot of things out there that I can't comprehend.  Ideas of justice and 
morality.  Ethical questions.  I have to address these in some ways, and what better way 
than my writing?
And that, I think, is why my characters die in the end.  Not to end a story.  Not as 
some grim fascination I have with their demise.  Rather, they each represent a question I 
have.  An idea as yet incomplete lurking in the dark shadow of my imagination.  Each 
story starts off with a question.  Why do some people act like this?  Why does the world 
work like that?  How can some actions be tolerated or allowed?  How can some actions 
be condemned?  And from these questions, answers begin to arise.  Many answers to 
each question.  And these answers take the shape of a character.
I take my character-answers and put them in a situation of conflict.  With the 
question.  With the other answers.  And, unfortunately, some of them have to die.
Now the questions becomes 'what does that death mean?'  It would seem that the 
death of the character would mean an invalidation of the answer.  But I have found, 
4rather, that these deaths tend to show certainty of that answer.  They don't die because 
what they have to say is invalid, but rather because they end up dying for their answer.  
They're martyrs to the truth, sacrificial offerings to knowledge.  Hopefully, their exorcism 
from this life means something.  To me.  And to you.
The title of my book is another area that, to me seems meaningful, but I don't 
know if it translates well.  In my head, it has a definite and twofold meaning, both of 
which are important things I have learned in my life.
On one hand, it means that sometimes, happiness just seems to descend on you.  
There's nothing you can do to mess up anything in your life.  Things go on and on, and 
they do so in a manner that you couldn't have even planned out.  That's how well life is 
treating you.  Most of the time, there's no reason for these periods in your life to yield 
such joy.  You wake up one day, look at the sun, and see that things couldn't be better.  
Everyone around you reacts to this aura you cast around you.
This bliss, however, is fragile.  Just as soon as it descends upon you, it can be 
lifted away.  Sometimes, it feels like a relief.  Sometimes, it feels like a burden.  Either 
way, your life becomes miserable.  Nothing can bring you out of the horrible mood that 
you are in.  Nothing can stop you from feeling the despondent way that you do.  No 
matter how hard you try, there's nothing you can find that raises your mood.  In fact, 
almost anything you do makes things worse.  Everyone around you reacts to this, too, and 
soon their moods are negatively effected.  They shy away, afraid of being drawn into 
your abyss.  No matter what you do, or how you act, or what you try to tell yourself when 
you lie in bed at night, you cannot change the thoughts that plague your mind as soon as 
5you wake up in the morning.
This misery, however, is fragile.
Between the Future and Me
The overpowering smell of patchouli hit them as the door opened, escaping along 
with a small stream of smoke that had been held at bay.  Stepping into the room, 
6however, uncovered the trace scent of lilac, elderberry, and something called Dragon's 
Breath.  A look around the room revealed the source of the smoke and the smell to be a 
series of fragrance sticks, blazing red embers dropping from their tips into small bowls 
designed to catch their ash.
Mike held open the door for his girlfriend Susan as she walked in, and he tried to 
follow her.  He had to pull up short at the threshold of the room, however, and covered 
his face with his shirt.
"What the hell is that?  It smells like hippie in here."
"Shut up, Mike.  You told me that you'd behave yourself.  You promised."  Susan 
put on that betrayed look that all girls use at even the slightest hint of something not 
going their way, as if to say that the whole relationship was a lie if Mike didn't keep his 
word.
"Alright, alright.  But this place does smell like my Aunt Carol's room, and you 
know what she's like."  Mike held two fingers up to his pursed lips and inhaled sharply.  
Susan laughed, but quickly caught herself.  Seeing that he was off the hook for now, he 
started looking around the room.
The fragrance sticks rested on end tables that didn't reach Mike's knees.  Each leg 
turned up after touching the ground and was carved into a claw.  The tables all seemed to 
be modeled after different animals, none real.  One had fierce claws attached to the end of 
scaled toes.  Another featured talons extending from a furry foot.  The detail was 
exquisite, and it looked as if an animal was buried with its feet sticking up from the shag 
carpeting.  Mike thought that if you caught your leg on one of the claws, it would do 
some serious damage.
7Drapes hung from the walls where most people had pictures and portraits framed.  
Each carried a design that appeared to be from different areas of the world.  Tribal 
symbols, Celtic runes, Oriental markings all adorned different tapestries on each of the 
four walls of the room.  They almost completely covered the black paint that lay 
underneath.
"The ambiance is very nice," remarked Susan.  "It makes you feel like something 
mystical is going on."
"Ooh, ambiance!  Miss SAT word over here.  The guy dressed his place up so that 
he could charge some extra money.  I can't believe you're falling for all of this."
A quick jab to his stomach let him know that he had gone a little too far.  "How 
much is this costing you, anyway?"  Mike was shuffling a deck of cards that had strange 
pictures on them.  He flipped over the top one to find it showed a picture of a skeleton 
riding on a horse.
"Don't worry about that.  It'll be fun!  It's worth it.  All my friends said that he's 
amazing!  You heard what Terri said, about him knowing all that personal stuff about her.  
I can't wait to see what he says about us," Susan said, grabbing onto his hand and 
standing up on the tips of her toes to kiss him on the cheek.
"These guys are just good at reading people.  They say some vague stuff and then 
latch onto your response.  They let you fill in the gaps yourself, and then convince you 
that they were the ones who said it."  Mike reached down and kissed her.  "But if this is 
how you want to spend your money.  At least it should be mildly entertaining."
A smile crossed Sue's face and she started to walk around the room again.  She 
ran her hand along the top of the couch that sat in the middle of the room.  "Ooh, 
8velveteen!  It must be so comfortable," she exclaimed, sitting down in the middle seat.  
She patted on the cushion next to her.  "Come sit down!"
Mike walked over to the couch and fell into the seat.  "This is pretty comfortable.  
I should get one for my apartment."  He leaned his head back against Sue's hand, which 
was resting behind him.  Her arms was stretched up, as her shoulders didn't quite reach 
the top of the couch.
"Ouch!" she shrieked, pulling her arm away and snapping Mike's head forward.
"Ow!" Mike screamed back, rubbing his neck.  "You alright?  I'm sorry, didn't 
know that that would hurt."  He reached over and massaged her shoulder.  Her tension 
subsided after a moment, and she leaned against him on the couch.
"It's alright.  I didn't think it was going to hurt either."  She pulled her feet up onto
the last cushion and started to relax.  "Come on, though.  Try to be a little open minded.  
At the very least, you can have fun on the car ride home cracking jokes about it."
"I guess I have at least that to look forward to," he said, running his fingertips 
along her back and arm.
Sue's face suddenly squinted, and then exploded in excitement.  "Is that what I 
think it is?"  She jumped up from the couch and ran across the room to one of the many 
shelves that held any number of mystical oddities.  "It is!"
The couch moaned as Mike stood up and walked over to his girlfriend.  "What is 
it?"
"It's an authentic Native American dreamcatcher!  A real one, not one of those 
ones you find in novelty stores.  See, the hoop is made of willow, and that's real sinew
making up the webbing.  These are so hard to find!  You have to actually spend time with 
9the Ojibway's to get one of these!"  Sue was fighting off the urge to hold it as she said 
this.
"The who?" Mike asked.
"The Ojibway.  The Chippewa's."
"Oh, yea.  I guess you did learn something from that program last summer."  The 
dreamcatcher had lost his interest as soon as he realized that he could buy one for five 
dollars at that novelty shop in the mall.  The fact that it was real wasn't nearly as exciting 
to him as to Sue.
"It was such a great time.  I learned so much about their culture.  They're amazing 
people, and they've been through so much!"
Sue went on about the Native American tribe she had stayed with over the 
summer, but Mike's attention was on the Chinese lanterns that clung limply to light bulbs 
hanging free from the ceiling.  "That must be a fire hazard," interrupted Mike, pointing 
towards the ceiling.  One of the lanterns, bright red and glowing from within, was slightly 
blackened where the light bulb was touching the paper.  "Although I guess that if this 
guy's as good as you say, he'd be able to see a fire coming."
Mike reached up and batted at the lantern, causing it to swing forward and slide 
off of the end of the bulb.  It arced across the room and bounced off of the floor before 
skidding to a rest.  Sue was about to yell at him for not paying attention to her and 
breaking things when she realized that the lantern had stopped against a bare foot.
"I would appreciate it if you would refrain from playing with the lights.  They 
break quite easily, as you have just discovered."  The voice was deep, but maintained a 
smooth quality.  It instantly put you at ease and on edge, a tension that, when you became 
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aware of it, made you even more unsettled.  Still, it didn't seem to be the man that was 
causing you to feel that way.  He made you feel comfortable and safe, giving off an aura 
of power.  "And, after all, if the ambiance is ruined, I won't be able to charge as much."
Sue would have laughed at the joke, but she was too awestruck by the man's 
appearance.  He was easily over six feet tall and rather well proportioned.  The jet black 
hair bled into a sharply maintained beard that seemed to be a part of his face more than 
growing from it.  His clothing was obviously for the theatrical value of it, consisting of 
dark and foreboding colors draping from his body.  But he wore it well and somehow 
made it look as if it was normal attire.
"My name is Jonathan," he said, procuring his hand from within his robe and 
extending it towards Sue.  "Welcome to my residence.  I see that Terri has referred you.  I 
am glad that you have decided to come."
Sue was still taking in his appearance, but she managed to take his hand and shake 
it.  The power of it seemed to come from the earth, somehow transferred up his legs and 
into his grip.
"How'd you know that Terri referred us?  Did it come to you in a dream?"  Mike 
had intended it to come out sarcastically, but he stumbled through the second question 
and ended up sounded slightly afraid.
"You must be Mike.  I trust everything is as you expected?" he responded, 
extending both arms out and rotating to draw attention to the entire room.
"Uhm, yea.  The place looks cool."  Mike felt a little awkward, not knowing how 
much of the conversation Jonathan had listened to.  Thoughts even crossed his mind that 
maybe this psychic hadn't needed to listen in at all.  He cast these aside, though, and tried 
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to regain his composure.  "But you already knew what I was thinking, didn't you?" he 
joked.  He wondered how many of these he could get away with before Sue would tell 
him to shut up, but she appeared too mesmerized to say anything.
"I was on the other side of that beaded door, Michael.  It was not hard for me to 
hear your entire conversation.  Don't worry, I've eavesdropped on much worse.  You have 
a healthy skepticism, I suppose.  I wouldn't expect anyone to just take my gifts at face 
value."  Jonathan was using a small spoon to transfer some type of powder from a little 
paper package into an urn.  When he was finished, he dropped a match in and covered it 
with a lid.  Pungent smoke escaped from the holes punched in the cover.  It was placed in 
the middle of the center table, and Jonathan pointed at the couch.  "Please, sit down 
again.  And this should cover up the patchouli."  The smoke danced as he waved his hand 
through it.
Mike and Sue quickly took their seats, both on the edge of a cushion and leaning 
in towards the table.  Jonathan sat down in a chair that was on the other side.  He began to 
look closely into each of their faces.  Sue met his gaze with wonder, but Mike felt 
increasingly self-conscious.  He realized how eager and interested he must look, sitting 
like that.  He waited a few more seconds after the realization so that his movement 
wouldn't look like a reaction and smoothly leaned against the back of the couch.  A smile 
crossed Jonathan's face.
"Obviously, Susan, you have come here to find out a little about your future.  
There are some obvious questions you want answered, and some not so obvious."  A 
glass orb appeared from one of Jonathan's sleeves.  "More theatrics, just for you," he said 
to Michael.
12
"Good.  I was just thinking that things were getting a little boring," he responded.
The orb was placed over the largest hole of the small, metal urn and immediately 
began to glow a dark green.  Sue drew in a quick breath, obviously buying into the 
performance.  Mike, however, was wondering how the glass sphere was lit.  While both 
Sue and Mike were staring deep into its center, Jonathan began to chant some words, 
adding to the ambiance.  As he saw the two fall deeper into a sort of trance, he slowly 
lowered the volume of his voice until he was no longer speaking.  He continued to study 
the two.
"You are a student, are you not?" Jonathan said, breaking the silence that neither 
Sue or Mike had been aware of until it was gone.
"Yes.  Senior at NYU."  Sue responded quietly, still entranced by the glowing orb.
"And you are still looking for a job next year, correct?"
Sue looked up from the orb for a second into deep eyes.  "Yes!  How did you 
know that?"
Mike broke his gaze from the table and rolled his eyes.  "Everyone's still looking 
for a job.  It's not even Winter Break yet!"  Sue gave him a look to let him know that she 
was buying into this scene, and he looked back down at the green-glowing glass.  "I'm 
just saying, it's not that big of an assumption to make."  The words trailed off at the end.
"Jonathan, will I end up getting a job that makes me happy?"  Sue asked, trying to 
sound as serious as possible.
"It will not be your first job that will make you happy."  His response was short, 
followed by a silence as the two waited for more.
After a few seconds, "Does that mean that eventually I will find a job that makes 
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me happy?"  Sue had dropped any pretense of skepticism, and eagerness had crept into 
her already high-pitched voice.
"As I said, you will not be happy in your first job."  A smile pulled at each of the 
corners of his eyes.  Sue sat, slightly deflated at the response.  "But you will not be at that 
job for very long, Susan, so do not despair."
She perked back up in her seat after this and was about to ask another question, 
when Mike butted in.  "You still haven't answered her question, Jonathan.  You just keep 
talking about her first job.  Again, it's a good bet that she won't be happy at her first job.  
Most people leave it!"  He had become slightly exasperated by the time he ended his 
tirade.
Sue looked at him with fire in her eyes.  He had obviously shattered part of the 
experience for her.  "Mike, stop it!  Let Jonathan answer my questions in the way that he 
wants to.  He obviously knows what he's doing."
Opening his mouth to argue with her, Mike decided against it at the last second, 
and only a single syllable slipped out.  There was a few seconds of awkwardness before, 
"Alright, I'm sorry."
Having sat quietly through the whole thing, Jonathan cleared his throat.  "Your 
assessment, Michael, is correct.  I did not answer her question.  I will not answer every 
question to satisfaction.  That is my prerogative.  I have my reasons, and you must trust 
me to them."
"I do," responded Sue.  "Don't listen to him."
Mike sighed in disgust, feeling slightly betrayed, but he didn't press the issue.  He 
was here because Sue wanted to be here, and if she were buying into this, there was no 
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reason for him to get himself into any more trouble than he already was.  He leaned back 
against the couch and spread his arms along its edge, turning his head to the side to feign 
disinterest.
"Jonathan," continued Sue, "Can you tell me if I'll live in a place that I want to 
be?  Am I going to be staying in New York next year, or will I be moving?"
"Wherever you go, Susan, you will carry your home with you.  Near or far, you 
will always feel like it is the right place for you."  He waved his hands through the smoke 
again, seeming to read something in the whorls that filled in the air.  "There is no need 
for you to be concerned about that."
Smiling again, "Will I be healthy?  I mean, can you tell how long I'll live?"  She 
extended her hand towards him, drawing back her sleeve to reveal her palm.
"Palm reading is an amateur endeavor," rebuffed Jonathan, gently grabbing her 
wrist with his hands and lowering her arm to her side.  "I can tell you much about your 
future life.  I can tell you what you must worry about, and what you should not fear.  But 
you will be much better off with the knowledge that you will, long before it becomes 
necessary, accept the fact that this life is what you make of it, and that is not measured in 
the amount of time that you spend walking on this planet."
A quixotic look troubled her face for a second, but it seemed to lift as she 
accepted that this answer would provide some guidance for her life.  "What about Mike 
and me?  I mean, is he the one?"  She reached over her shoulder and grabbed his hand in 
hers.  "Will we be married one day?"
Muscles tensed in both Mike and Jonathan's faces as this questions was asked.  
Jonathan started to talk twice before he finally managed to annunciate his answer.  "You 
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have much love in your heart, Susan.  And you have no problem giving that love to 
someone else.  You have been hurt because of this before in your life, and you will be 
hurt because of it again.  Mike has both hurt you and will hurt you, as have you him.  
That is the nature of relationships.  But those with as much care in their hearts as you will 
always find true love.  Be content to know that."
Susan squeezed Mike's hand and turned to look into his eyes.  "I'll take that as a 
yes!" she exclaimed.  "There's no way this isn't it, Mike!  He said that I would find true 
love, and I've found it!"  She threw her arms around him, resting her head on his chest so 
that she could still see Jonathan.  "Thank you, Jonathan!"  The seer sat in his chair, a 
knowing smile on his face.
Mike, however, had reached his final straw.  "You haven't said anything of any 
substance this whole time!" he shouted.  "You just keep saying stuff you'd read in a 
fortune cookie.  Or in a horoscope in a paper!  It's like you have a book of platitudes that 
you're reading from."
"Mike!" Sue yelled.
"No, I'm serious.  He hasn't said anything that some random person on the street 
couldn't have told you.  This is ridiculous.  I can't believe you're paying for this!"
Before Sue could say more, Jonathan held his hands up to silence them both.  He 
may have lost the illusion of prescience over Mike, but he still held a modicum of power.  
Mike's face was still red from the outburst, but his lips pursed into a thin line.
"You sit there and say that I have not told you anything.  And yet you fail to even 
think about what I have said," started Jonathan.
Again, overcome by his emotions, Mike blurted out, "But there's nothing to think 
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about!  The stuff you say is so one dimensional and ambiguous that it can't help but be 
true."
"And you would have me speak in specifics, Michael?  You would have me sit 
here and reveal to you every facet of your future, let you know how and when you're 
going to be happy?"  Jonathan still maintained an eerie level of calm in his voice, but a 
tightening of the muscles at the corner of his eyes let Sue and Mike know that he wasn't 
happy.
"I want you to tell me something that..." Mike paused.  "Yes, I want you to be 
specific."
"And you haven't thought that maybe hearing specifics would have negative 
consequences?  That maybe I speak vaguely for a reason?  You are willing to accept what 
will come of hearing what will happen to you, and being relieved of your responsibility to 
make these decisions on your own?"
Mike was taken aback for a few seconds at first, not sure how to react.  He 
ultimately decided, however, that it was too late for him to back down now.  Besides, he 
was sure that whatever Jonathan said would be a complete guess and wouldn't apply at all 
to his life.  "Shoot."
"Mike, maybe this isn't the best idea..." Sue interjected.
"The man has spoken, Susan, and now he must accept what I am about to say."  
Jonathan still held power over Susan, and this ended her objection.  "Very well, Michael.  
I will give you what you ask for.  You and Susan will be very happy together.  You will 
stay together through the next few years, and get engaged on your fifth anniversary.  
April 10th, I believe."
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Mike started to interrupt, barely stammering, "How did you know...", before 
Jonathan continued.
"After graduating from school this year, you will accept a job at your father's 
business, only for a year or two, to pay off some loans and get used to the working world.  
Despite your undergraduate degree in biology having nothing to do with your father's 
business, you will excel in your position and decide to acquire a business degree.  After 
earning that degree, you will start a small business to provide biological research 
companies with independent researchers to do their extra work.  This will end up being 
very profitable, and the two of you will be able to live comfortable.  Now, were there 
enough specifics in there to sate your appetite for the future, Michael?"
While Mike sat there, awestruck, Sue asked, "How...How could you possible 
know all of that?"
Jonathan stood up and walked to each incense stick in turn, lifting it from the 
wooden cradle and snuffing its end amongst the discarded ash.  "Terri told you that I was 
the best, Susan.  While I would never to presume as much, I do know that I am very 
good.  There are some things that you just cannot explain."
Finally finding his tongue, Mike responded, "But how could you... I mean, there's 
no way for you to know any of that!  Why did you... I mean, why didn't you say things 
like that before."
Extinguishing the last of the sticks and blowing out a few candles, Jonathan 
answered, "That is a lesson, I'm afraid, that you will learn soon enough.  There's a reason 
you will never meet a soothsayer who will read his own future.  However, it is time for 
me to close, and the two of you to leave.  Thank you for coming, and there will be no 
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charge for tonight's visit.  Have a good night."
"No, Jonathan, how much do we owe you?  I'm sorry for him," Sue said, pointing 
at Mike.  "But you are amazing.  Thank you for all of the good news!  While it's slightly 
unsettling, it's good to know that we'll find some happiness!"  Sue reached into her purse 
and began to pull her wallet out.
"Susan, I am serious.  There is no charge for tonight's visit.  Everything will make 
sense, eventually.  Now," he said, escorting the two out of the door, "goodnight."
Without even realizing how fast it had happened, the two were on the sidewalk 
staring in through his window.  The lights flicked out, and the image quickly changed 
from a view of the inside of Jonathan's into a reflection of the two of them, standing there 
on the sidewalk, jaws slightly agape.
The sound of thunder and rain pattering against the glass window was interrupted 
by the tingling of the bell that chimed each time someone walked through the door.  
Jonathan would have looked up, but he was expecting someone, and they were right on 
time.  His back was towards the door, but he knew the face that would be there when he 
turned around.  "I'm surprised it took you this long to return here.  I would have thought 
you would have given in much earlier than this."
Mike shook the water from his hair and wiped at his face.  It didn't do much good, 
however, as every piece of clothing on his body was as wet as he was.  "You knew I'd be 
back?  But, how?"
"Why don't you hang your jacket up and drink some of the tea that I have in the 
pot on the table.  You need to warm up, or you will catch pneumonia."  Jonathan said 
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this, not with the caring of a mother, but with an air of certainty that sent a chill up Mike's 
spine.  He looked and saw a small, ceramic tea kettle sitting on the table with two glasses 
sitting next to it.  He struggled to get his sopping jacket off of his back and threw it onto a 
hanger before taking a seat.
Jonathan finished whatever he had been working on when Mike walked in.  All 
Mike could tell was that he had been writing with a quill of some sort; Jonathan placed it 
back in the inkwell and folded the paper over a few times.
Turning, Jonathan said, "That was just my rent check.  Even psychics have to pay 
the bills."  He walked over and took the seat that he had been in the last time Mike was 
there.  The smells and feel of the seat brought those memories back to him, and Mike 
began to choke up a little.  "So, I believe that you have a number of questions for me, and 
I have a few answers for you.  The first being..."
After realizing that Jonathan wanted him to finish, Mike knew he had to talk.  
Nothing came out at first, which confused him, as he had been rehearsing this 
conversation for over a month now.  He thought that maybe there were just too many 
questions that he wanted to ask, and they were getting caught in his throat.  Jonathan just 
sat there, waiting for it to come.  Finally, "What happened?"
"Yes, I guess that's as good a place as any to start, Michael.  What did happen?  
The best answer I can give you is that life happened."
"But everything you said, you knew so much.  You knew specifics about my life 
that you couldn't have known."
"This is true.  I know a lot of stuff that, as you say, I couldn't know; as I say, I 
shouldn't know."
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"But, I mean, I can't explain how you knew that stuff.  The only way is if you 
really can see the future.  But nothing you said came true!"
"Not completely true.  Not yet, anyway.  You still have a chance, tonight, to learn 
the lesson that I told you that you would learn.  However, that, also, is up to you."
"What do you mean?"
"You have free will, Michael.  Everyone does.  I can't steal that from you.  I can't 
tell you what the future holds, and then hold you to that."
"But, if you can read the future, then how do I have any choice but to follow 
through with it?"
"You keep asserting that I can see the future, Michael.  That is not true.  I can see 
a future.  I can see many futures.  I can see what may happen to you in a number of 
situations.  That is why I speak vaguely, most of the time.  Most people can't handle 
knowing their future.  Apparently, you are not an exception to the rule.  Tell me, what has 
happened since you were here last year?"
Mike thought back to what he had been through since he left this place.  "Me and 
Sue broke up about two months after we came here."
"The two of you broke up, or one of you ended it?"
Mike dropped his head in his hands.  "I broke up with her.  She just kept talking 
about how we were meant for each other and it was written in the stars and stuff.  I wasn't 
ready for it to be definite yet.  I just wanted to have fun, and if we ended up together that 
would be great.  But I wasn't ready for definite."
"And school?  The job?"
"I graduated with a good GPA.  I was gonna work for my dad, but I just couldn't 
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bring myself to it.  I mean, you just couldn't be right about what you said!  I'm doing 
research now for a pharmaceutical company.  It's hell, I hate being cooped up in the lab 
all day.  But I can't get out of it because of all my loans and bills!"
"So, while you may blame me for your current situation, it is, in fact, you who 
purposefully made each of your decisions opposite of what I predicted.  Correct?"
"I..." Mike began, thinking about how to still find a way to blame Jonathan for his 
current situation, but nothing came up.  He took a few sips of the tea and felt some 
warmth course through his system.  Defeated, he replied, "Correct."
"You see, there are millions of possible futures for everyone.  It's not written in 
stone, Michael.  Just because I can see one future for you doesn't mean that that is the one 
that you live through.  When someone comes in to see me, I try to see as many 
possibilities as I can, and then give them as little information as possible to guide them on 
the right path.  The things that they should know, that I should tell them, to start them on 
the path that leads to the highest probability of happiness.  If I tell them too much, it's 
impossible to know how they will react.  Most, I have found out, however, react like you 
did.  They try everything to prevent my predictions from being true."
"So it is your fault!  You knew what you were doing, what would happen to me, 
and you did it anyway!"
"I gave you exactly what you asked for, Michael.  And even after I did that, after I 
told you what you wanted to know, you still had the choice to live the life that I had lay 
out for you.  It is true, I did not believe that that would be the outcome of my actions, but 
you did still have that option.  I did the worst thing that one person can possibly do to 
another, Michael.  I showed you exactly what would make you happiest when I knew that 
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you weren't ready for it.  I laid out the life that, when you came in here, would have been 
your ideal life.  But I did not go out and force you to destroy that life for yourself.  You 
did that without me.  I gave you knowledge; you chose how to use it."
"But why?  Why couldn't you have just kicked me out, or told me to shut up?"
"Perhaps it was out of anger at your comments.  Perhaps it is because I have a gift 
for obtaining information, and I feel that people should have access to that information if 
they ask for it.  Perhaps it's a sick game I play.  No matter what the reason, Michael, I did 
what I did, and you did what you did as a result of that.  Figuring out reasons for our past 
actions does nothing to change where we are in the present, and where we will be in the 
future.  I told you that you may learn a lesson, and I truly hope you do."
"So what am I supposed to do now?  I mean, how can I be happy again?"
"Do you want another answer like the last one I gave you, Michael?  Is that what 
you are asking me to do?  Is that really what you think the right question to ask is?"
Mike thought about everything that had just been said.  Convinced that, even 
though the seer might have acted to harm him before, Jonathan had a level of wisdom and 
information that was way beyond his own, Mike tried to find the lesson to be learned 
from this situation.  He sat in silence for a few minutes, watching Jonathan drink sip after 
sip of the acrid tea.  Finally, something crossed Mike's face that wasn't quite 
understanding, but it was the beginning of understanding.
He replied, "No, Jonathan.  I don't want an answer like last time.  But you told me 
that you showed me the path that I would have followed to be happiest.  I burned all 
those bridges.  How can I be happy again if I can't get back on that path?"
A smile crossed his face.  "That, Michael, is the right question.  I'm glad you have 
23
finally realized what you needed to.  And the answer is simple.  People change, Michael.  
Neither of us is the same man he was during the last time we spoke.  You have lived a lot, 
and you have learned a lot.  After tonight, you have learned a very important lesson.  So 
now you will go out, with all of the knowledge and wisdom you have gained in the last 
year.  The Michael that could have married Susan and been happy in that life with her 
died the moment I told you about him.  Now, you are a new Michael.  You have changed, 
become a new person.  With new experiences, and new goals.  And new ways of 
achieving happiness.  The person you are now would not be happy in the life that I told 
you about.  The person you are now will find new ways to be happy, if you make the 
right decisions, and eventually you will find a new destination for yourself.  But you must 
find it by yourself.  I do not believe you wish me to help you on that path, for you 
wouldn't be here tonight if you were happy with the results of my interference."
"No, you're right.  Please, don't tell me anything about my future," a kowtowed 
Michael responded.  "I guess I have no choice but to trust you.  I mean, the alternative is 
believing that I gave up my only chance at happiness."
"I am glad that you realize that, Michael.  It means that you have grown much 
from the last time we met.  I do not wish to see someone miserable, no matter how much 
they may deserve that fate."
Mike tipped the tea cup up to his lips and finished the opaque liquid.  He caught a 
quick glimpse of his face's reflection on the rippling surface.  "I..." he started.  Then 
continued, "I can't thank you for everything, Jonathan.  But I will take your advice.  
Hopefully, I won't be back."
"You will not be," replied Jonathan.  He stood Mike up and walked him towards 
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the door, handing him his jacket on the way.  The bell hanging above the door chimed 
again as Mike left, without saying another word.
"For better, or for worse, Michael, you will not be coming back," Jonathan said to 
the shut door as he watched Mike walk down the street in the rain.
Pillars of Salt, Pillars of Steel
His morning coffee was still piping hot, but he drank it anyway.  It would be the 
third time he burned his tongue this week.  Paul always figured that he'd get used to it, 
but no matter how many mornings he spent drinking his wife's coffee, it was always too 
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hot.
"Dammit, Phyllis, can't you make a cup of coffee that you don't have to line your 
mouth with asbestos to drink?"  He meant to set the cup down softly, but a knuckle 
extended too far off of the handle and started to burn.  The mug came down hard, making 
it seem like he slammed it out of frustration, and some of the steamy liquid sloshed onto 
the table.
Phyllis looked up from the plate she was washing, her hand stopping halfway 
through her scrubbing motion.  A few suds dripped lazily into the sink, floating in the 
dirty water that had left behind cleaner plates.
"I'm sorry, honey.  I didn't mean to do that.  Burned my knuckle on the mug.  You 
know I love you.  It's just been a bad week."
Phyllis knew it had been, and she went back to her scrubbing.  "I'm sure things 
will pick up, Paul.  They always do.  People always need work done on their kitchens or 
bathrooms, and you know how fast the turnover for small businesses is around here.  It's 
just one job."
"It wasn't just one job, Philly.  It's been the past four or five big jobs I put a bid in 
for.  I keep losing out to the same company.  I just can't compete with them.  I don't see 
how they can build this stuff for such a low price.  My bids are barely above cost."
"They're a huge company, Paul.  They have connections.  They can buy in bulk.  
You know lumber is a lot cheaper when you're buying for a few jobs than just one.  They 
probably stockpile the stuff so they can get it for a lot cheaper than you could.  But we're 
doing fine.  Don't worry too much about all of this, OK?  You know you can't handle all 
of the stress you put yourself through."
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"Hrm..." mumbled Paul.  He picked up his mug and went for another sip.  It 
wasn't as hot as it had been a few minutes ago, but it quickly stung his already sensitive 
tongue.  He grimaced and added some more cream, hoping that would make it tolerable.  
Another sip let him know that it didn't.
He looked down at the paper and saw a few articles about local crimes, a few 
break-ins and the like.  The big trial up in Newark was featured prominently on the front 
page, along with a couple of referendums.  There always seemed to be something that 
they were trying to pass, some other way for the government to get their money and 
spend it on the people who 'needed it more.'  Paul thought about all the work that he had 
recently lost out on, and dreaded the day when he would be someone who 'needed it 
more.'  Hopefully, that was a long time off.
He spent a few minutes looking at the sports section and reading Beetle Bailey 
before getting to the local news section.  The rest of the paper fell at his feet, and he 
stared for a few seconds at the main story: "New County Office to be Built by United 
Construction, LLC."
"What is it, Paul?"  Phyllis pulled the plug out of the drain in the kitchen sink and 
snapped the thick yellow gloves off of her hands.  She walked over to her husband 
quickly and placed a hand gently on his shoulder.  A frown sullied her face as she read 
the headline.
At the touch of her hand, Paul folded the paper in half and started to read the 
stories at the bottom of the page.   "Nothing, dear.  Just an interesting article.  Can you 
believe that Springsteen is coming back to town?  We should get tickets.  It'll be like back 
when we first started dating."
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A loving squeeze on his shoulder told him all he needed to know.
Paul's foot pressed slowly on the accelerator of his BMW Z3 as he threw  it into 
reverse and backed out of his driveway.  He took the corner of his driveway a little too 
quickly, causing the tires to screech as they lost traction.  A smile crossed his face, as he 
figured that he might as well enjoy the car while he could still afford the lease.  If things 
kept up the way they were going, he would have to trade it in for something more 
economical.
This thought drove the smile off of his face.  He had never worried about 
'economical' before.  In fact, his business had been doing so well in the nineties that he 
had rarely worried about money at all.  Monmouth County in Central New Jersey had 
been named one of the top three places to live in the country, and everyone began to 
migrate to the Garden State.  What had once been vast fields of corn, soybeans, and 
eggplant had been paved over in favor of highways, housing developments, and strip 
malls.  In less than a half hour, Paul could get from his front door to three different major 
malls.  There were jobs all over the place, and Paul had no problem finding good work.  
He and Phyllis had gone through the money as fast as it came in, figuring that it would 
never end.
It did end, however, but not in the way that Paul had guessed.  He imagined the 
boom would last until he was ready to retire and sell his contracting business, furnishing 
him with enough money to buy a place in Florida, or Arizona perhaps, and live 
comfortably.  Maybe travel a little.
The boom did appear to be lasting.  More and more developments were going up 
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each year, and more and more people were moving into the area to live in them.  Prices 
skyrocketed.  The average family income in the area skyrocketed to match it, as people 
with money tend to always think that more expensive equals better where housing is 
concerned.  This drove prices up even higher.  It was a very profitable cycle for people 
like Paul.
All of the development, however, had drawn attention to his small hometown.  
Large companies had started to move in.  At first, it was just a few of the larger chains.  
A Walmart would open down the street from a Target, and each Home Depot was 
matched with a Lowe's.  A supermarket seemed to appear in every strip mall, and, despite 
their prevalence, each stayed in business.
After awhile, however, the larger service companies noticed the huge opportunity 
in these areas.  That's when Paul started to lose contracts to larger businesses that opened 
up offices in his area.  They would buy a large tract of land and build their center of 
operations on it.  Large, glass buildings of complex and beautiful design.  These 
buildings themselves would attest to the quality of product to be had by hiring these 
companies.  
The jobs had been coming in faster than the market could handle them before 
United Construction, LLC began placing bids.  They started drying up quickly 
afterwards, however.  Seeing how lucrative the Central Jersey market had become, UC 
devoted a large amount of their immense resources into the area.  Their contacts and 
buying power allowed them to win any contract that they wanted to, and they wanted any 
big contract they could get their hands on.  There wasn't money in not building, after all.  
Almost overnight, Paul had gone from refusing job offers because of a lack of time and 
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resources, to barely being able to find small construction jobs to keep his staff busy.  
After they finished up the contracts that they had already taken on, their business started 
to fall off.
Paul figured that UC would hit a wall at some point.  Every company has a 
limited amount of resources, and UC would have to reach a point where they could no 
longer take on more work.  But no matter how many jobs they already had on their plate, 
they just kept on taking on new ones.
Worst of all, they were beginning to develop a great reputation in the area.  
Before, Paul had prided himself on his excellent record.  Almost all of his clients would 
recommend him to others, and his most lucrative contracts came from those who knew 
the quality of his work and were willing to hire him without asking others for quotes.  
UC, however, had begun to eclipse his record.  They were getting to be known as not 
only the best contractors in the area, but also as the cheapest.  To a small company like 
Paul's, a competitor known for those two qualities is a death knell.
A honking woke him from his reverie, and he noticed that he had driven halfway 
to work without thinking about it.  He did this at least once a week, but it always scared 
him when he came out of it.  How could he have driven safely if he wasn't even paying 
attention?  He looked up to see that he was sitting under a green light, and he started to 
drive again.
Paul pulled onto the highway that would take him to work, and almost 
immediately regretted it.  Two miles down the road would be the site of UC's newest 
construction project.  The project that he had placed the lowest bid he could on.  Any 
lower, and Paul would have lost money on the job.  He did not believe that there was any 
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way anyone could do the job for a lower price.  He had even met with the county officials 
who had commissioned the work and impressed them with his previous efforts.  UC had 
beat his price by almost ten percent.
The traffic slowed to a stop a mile before the designated site for the new county 
office.  Paul's car jerked as the guy in front of him broke short, causing Paul to have to do 
the same.  Someone always went a little too heavy on the gas, sending a shockwave of 
shorts stops throughout the rest of the lane.  No one ever thought to give the person ahead 
of them a little room, and another person would cut in front of them if they did, causing 
another series of hard stops.
Paul could already see the mounds of dirt where the UC crew was clearing the 
land for construction.  The fleet of dump trucks, bulldozers, and cranes that they seemed 
to have in endless supply had left behind tracks across the soft earth.  The foundation was 
even beginning to be laid.  It had taken them less than a week to progress this far.
Honking a few times and pounding his fists on the steering wheel in frustration, 
Paul decided that this would be the last time that he took this route to work.
A week of commuting had not helped Paul's mood.  No matter which way Paul 
went to work, it seemed to take an interminable amount of time.  The only reasonable 
route to take was the one that led him right past UC's construction site.  He had taken the 
back roads a few times, but it almost doubled the distance he had to go to get to work, 
and at twenty-five miles an hour following school buses half of the time, it had taken him 
over two hours to reach his normally half an hour away work place.  And the office did 
not run well in the morning without him there to get everything started.
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"...and then Sherri said to me, 'Phyllis, you've just got to try this new recipe I 
found!'  It's for this Thai dish, and I know you don't like Thai food, but it sounds pretty 
good.  I didn't see anything in it that you don't like.  Doesn't it sound good?"  Phyllis 
finished her story and lifted the glass of wine to her lips.
Paul was staring into his spoon and didn't seem to be paying attention, mostly 
because he wasn't paying attention.  He squinted at his reflection, and, upside-down, it 
squinted back at him.  Setting the glass down on the table a little louder than necessary, 
Phyllis brought him out of his thoughts and back into their date.  The two of them hadn't 
been out of the house together for over a week, and this was Paul's concession to her.  
"Hmm, honey?  Oh, yea.  Right.  Right."  Paul wasn't even convinced that he was paying 
attention, and it was his lie.
"So then I should go ahead and do that?" Phyllis asked, a blatant attempt to see if 
her husband had been listening to her.
Not knowing what the response was, Paul spoke through his glass of wine, a 
muffled reply that was halfway between a 'Yes' and a 'No', but not definitively either.
It was all Phyllis needed to hear to know that she was being ignored, but she let it 
go.  After all, there was a lot that was necessarily on Paul's mind.  And she didn't want to 
ruin this night out, since it promised to be one of only a few that the two of them would 
share in the foreseeable future.
Deciding that a change of the subject would be his only way out of it, Paul put his 
spoon down and asked, "So where should we go on vacation this year?  I know it's a little 
early to be planning, but it'll be good to have it set to have something to look forward to."  
His hand stayed self-consciously on the handle of the spoon, thumb polishing the metal.
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Glad to have her husband back at the dinner table with her, Phyllis smiled around 
the lip of her wine glass.  "I was thinking of the Jersey shore this year, Paul.  We've been 
all over the place for the past few years, and I miss those simple summers when we first 
started dating.  You know, get a little place down at Long Beach Island and just spend the 
days sitting on the beach, reading, talking.  You remember."
Thoughts of the early days of their relationship flooded his mind.  All of the 
happy memories took over the his train of thought that had been fixated on the business 
problems he was having.  The smell of sunscreen and sunburn, of oceans and sand took 
over his imagination.  The cool breeze carrying the squawks of seagulls rustled the hair 
on his arms, and the salt from the ocean water had already caked his skin.  They were 
good times, and he wouldn't trade them for anything.  Why did they stop going down to 
the Jersey shore anyway?
Then, he remembered.  They stopped going down to the shore when he had 
started to make good money.  The trips abroad, to the islands, even out west were all 
brought about by the sudden increase in income that had come about thanks to the 
population growth.  And now, Phyllis wanted them to go back to the early days, when 
they were broke and couldn't afford any vacation besides the Jersey shore.  All of the 
happy memories were now tainted with a sense of loss, a sense of regression.  Going to 
the Jersey shore wouldn't be an evolution of his life, but rather a devolution.  A relapse 
into the older days.  A dematuration.  Everything he had worked for over the past two 
decades seemed to be disappearing right in front of his face.
"I remember.  I remember when we couldn't afford to take a trip to the Bahamas, 
or Paris, or Florida.  And now we're there again.  No, we're going somewhere special.  
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Maybe I'll book us a flight to Okinawa.  You're always talking about how you've always 
wanted to see Japan.  It'll be a great time."
"But, Paul, I don't feel like traveling so far this year.  Really.  That's all it is.  That 
last plane ride we took last year really got to me.  I don't know if I could make it halfway 
around the world cooped up like that.  LBI is only about an hour away, in our car, and we 
can just be together.  I want the beach this year.  I don't want culture.  Just something 
simple."
"Something cheap, you mean," Paul replied, shoving a piece of well done filet 
into his mouth.  He chewed it violently before swallowing it.
"Now, Paul, you know that's now what I meant.  Come on, I just want something 
simple this year.  It'll be more relaxing, and you'll be close to home if anything goes
wrong at work.  I know you have a lot going on, and it'll be good to be able to handle an 
emergency if one comes up.  You'll worry a lot less if you're close."
Paul knew she was right.  Problems always seemed to come up when he was on 
vacation.  No matter how much he trained his supporting staff to deal with things, new 
situations always seemed to coincide with Paul's absences from the office.  And recently, 
these problems had become much more common.  There was always someone on the 
phone who wanted to know why a UC project was being completed much more quickly 
than Paul's firm could finish their job.  And why it was cheaper.  Paul always managed to 
talk them down, but he didn't trust anyone else at the office to do the same.  If he stayed 
in the country, it would be a lot easier to have calls forwarded to his phone.  He told 
himself that Phyllis was right, as always, but he also knew that she was just rationalizing 
the cheaper vacation.  Now she had him doing the same.
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"Alright, Phyllis.  I'll call the rental place tomorrow.  I'm pretty sure the place we 
used to use is still open.  But I'll make it up to you after things calm down."
Phyllis smiled and had another sip of wine.  She took a few more bites of her 
Waldorf salad before pushing it into the middle of the table.  "I can't wait, Paul.  It'll be so 
much fun.  Just like when we were newlyweds."
Paul finished his steak through a thin smile. 
The phone's ringing woke Paul up much earlier than he was used to.  He lifted his 
watch from the dresser and pressed the button that would cause the backlight to make the 
digital readout visible.  Four fifty three.  Way too early for anything but a wrong number 
or some terrible news.
"Paul?"  A familiar voice spoke to him through the phone at his ear.  Now 
knowing that it wasn't a wrong number, Paul got out of bed and slipped his feet into the 
slippers that rested in wait for him.  The voice asked again, "Paul?  You there?" as he 
quickly walked out of the room so as not to wake Phyllis.
After gently shutting the door, Paul lifted the mouthpiece up and responded, 
"What is it Barry?  I'm guessing it's not good news if you're calling me this early."  He 
stepped over the creaking floorboard and skipped over the step to the first floor that 
always groaned under his weight.
"I wish it could be, Paul, but you know better than that.  No, I just got in to the 
office.  Problems with Lucinda again.  Wanted to get out of the house."  Barry was the 
only other man who Paul would trust to run the office, and even he couldn't manage 
everything that Paul did.  He was a good man, though, and had always been loyal and 
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trustworthy to Paul.  Ever since he had first hired him over a decade ago, Barry had never 
done anything that would make Paul think twice about leaving the company in his hands.  
Hell, he had never done anything that would make Paul think twice about leaving a kid in 
Barry's hands, if he had had any.
"Sorry to hear about it.  You guys always work it out, though.  I'm sure everything 
will be fine."  Paul was looking through the cupboards for some type of cereal that would 
help him wake up a bit.  He had a feeling that he'd be heading into the office sometime 
soon, and he didn't want to have to stop on the way to grab a bagel and some coffee.  He 
even opted for the instant coffee so the smell of a fresh pot brewing wouldn't awaken 
Phyllis.
"Huh, what?" Barry asked.  Realizing what he was talking about, "Oh, yea.  I 
know.  Just needed to get out of that house for a little.  But anyway, onto more important 
things.  We got a message on the phone.  Musta been last night after closing.  From that 
company that wanted us to put up the new strip mall down on Route 9."
"Stratford Entertainment, LLC," interjected Paul.
"Yeah, that's the one.  They left us a message."
Thinking about what Barry had said, Paul broke in again.  "The company that 
wanted us to put up the new strip mall?"
There was a pause that lasted a few seconds as Barry thought about how to 
confirm to Paul what he knew his friend must already be thinking.  "Uhm, yea.  They just 
wanted to let us know that we should cancel any order we had put on materials for the 
project.  Something about wanting to take a new direction with the project and not 
thinking that we'd be able to pull off their vision."
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Paul's fingers went red as he squeezed the blood into their tips against the hard 
plastic of the phone.  "But we signed a contract with them.  They can't back out now!"  
The anger was apparent in his voice, tempered by the hope that he had in the contract that 
he had signed only a few weeks ago.
"They, uh, they mentioned that you should call them when their offices open up.  
To talk about all of that stuff.  They left Mark Stratford's direct line on the machine.  I 
wrote it down for you."
"Alright, I'll be right in.  What time did they say that I could call after?"  Paul was 
sipping at the instant coffee without tasting it, which was a good thing.
"Anytime after eight.  And Paul?"
"Yes, Barry?"
"Sorry for waking you so early with such bad news.  I just thought that you'd want 
to know as soon as possible."
"It's alright, Barry.  You did the right thing."
Luckily, Paul was commuting much earlier than rush hour.  His anger was 
causing him to speed and swerve all over the lanes.  His fists were bruised along their 
edges thanks to repeated beatings against the steering wheel.  Every once in awhile he'd 
catch the horn button and jump as his car screamed.  This usually led to his foot easing 
off of the pedal, only to be met with an acceleration as soon as he had settled back down.  
This had repeated itself to the point where he was doing well over eighty, with no 
intentions of slowing down.
He cursed out loud as he passed the construction zone on his way to work.  He 
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rolled down the window and continued to throw obscenities at every single piece of 
equipment that dotted the landscape, each and every I-beam that lay in pyramids.  He 
cursed at the giant steel skeleton that had already been raised and the walls that had 
already been put into place.
At eighty, it didn't take long for the construction site to be behind him, and yet he 
still watched it shrink into the distance in his side view mirror.  It plagued him to know 
that it was closer than it appeared.
A few more minutes, less than ten, was all that it took for Paul to finally arrive at 
the office.  He fumbled with his keychain to find the one that would open the front door 
before realizing that Barry must have already unlocked it.  He turned the handle and 
looked at his watch in the same motion.  The sun was high enough above the horizon for 
him to be able to read the numbers on the face without help from the tiny bulb that 
backed it.  It was a little after five thirty.
When he finally stepped foot inside the office, he saw Barry sitting behind the 
computer, calculator in hand, typing numbers into a spread sheet.
"Morning, Barry."
Without looking up, Barry responded, "Morning, Paul.  There's coffee brewing, if 
you need a cup."
A deep breath in let Paul smell the percolating liquid and reminded him of the 
horrible cup he had choked down that morning.  He walked over to the pot to pour 
himself some more to get that memory out of the roof of his mouth.
"Still some time before I can call in.  Anything else I have to take care of first?" 
asked Paul, slightly refreshed after his first few sips.
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"Not really, Paul.  I mean, until this is settled, there's not much we can do.  I've 
been running some of the numbers, and I hate to say this, but I think we're in trouble if 
we lose this contract.  Even with the money we'd get from Stratford for breaking the 
contract, we're still out a lot without this work.  I think you'd have to let a few people go."
The styrofoam cup was easily torn apart by the force of Paul's fist collapsing on it.  
Luckily, he had finished most of the coffee, but a few errant drops scalded his flesh.  He 
didn't feel it.
"Shit!" hissed Paul.  Mistaking the curse for one of pain, Barry stood up from 
behind the computer and reached for a few napkins.
"Here, Paul.  Run you hand under some cold water.  That'll help the burn."  He 
wiped at the spilt coffee and took the cup from Paul, tossing it into the wastebasket in the 
corner.
"What?  No, Barry, I'm fine.  Not that.  About laying people off.  I mean, 
everyone who works here has a family.  I can't lay any of them off.  Don't worry about 
running any more numbers.  We'll be fine.  I'll have a talk with Mark.  Everything will 
work out.  We'll keep that job."  Paul didn't believe a word of that.  "Or I have a few other 
deals that are looking good."  He didn't.  "Just, don't worry.  I'll be in my office, if you 
need me.  Watch some TV in the lounge, Barry.  Get your mind off of everything.  Call 
Lucinda.  She'll be glad to hear from you, even if it is this early.  You know she never 
sleeps when you leave like this.  Half the time, she calls up Phyllis.  I have some 
paperwork I can get done, but you need to just relax for an hour or two."
"Alright, Paul."  Barry didn't believe most of what Paul had just said, but he 
figured that calling Lucinda and relaxing for a little would make him feel better.  After 
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all, there wasn't much he could do at this point, anyway.  "I'll probably head over to that 
little bagel shop and pick up some breakfast.  You want anything?"
"Nah, I already ate.  Pick up a few dozen bagels, though, for everyone.  Don't 
forget an everything bagel for Alexa.  She loves those things."  Paul was already closing 
his door as he finished saying this.
"Alright, Paul."  This was said to a closed office door.  Barry pulled out his cell 
phone and called his house line, as Paul sat down at his desk and placed his face in the 
palms of his hands, rubbing slow circles around his eye sockets in a vain attempt to dispel 
the headache that was already developing.
"Hey, Mark, it's Paul."  He tried to sound friendly, yet the air of concern tainted 
every one of his words.
"Hi, Paul," came a weary voice from the other end of the receiver.  Mark glanced 
at the corner of his computer screen and saw that it was 8:01.  He had just arrived at the 
office and had hardly set his briefcase down as the phone rang.  Even now, he was 
squeezing it between his ear and shoulder as he arranged the papers on his desk.  "How 
are you?"
"Well, Mark, I don't know.  That is, I'm hearing some things from your office that 
might mean I'm having a bad day.  They said that I should call you if I have any 
questions about this."
"Yes, Paul."  Mark sighed, "What do you need to know?"
"I want to know if what the message left on my machine last night is true.  You 
guys really pulling out of this contract?"
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"Look, Paul.  It's nothing personal.  This is business."
"Come on, Mark.  If it wasn't personal, you wouldn't have left me your direct line.  
Come on, we worked out this deal together!  You know I do good work.  I've never let 
you guys down.  And now this?"
"Look, Paul, I left my number there as a personal favor to you.  I knew you'd want 
an explanation for what was happening, so I told my secretary to leave you that number.  
If you want to give me a chance to explain, I will.  Otherwise, I'll have to end this 
conversation.  I don't have time to sit here and be yelled at."  Anger had began to sneak 
into his voice, the very thing he had wanted to avoid.  He knew that he was creating 
problems for someone who had always done good work for him, and Mark didn't get to 
where he was by doing that.  He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.  Paul could 
hear the sigh and decided against another interruption.  "Christ, Paul, just be quiet for a 
second.  I don't want to have to hang up on you."
"I know, Mark.  I know.  This has just come at a very bad time."
"I'm sorry, Paul.  But this is a business decision.  United Construction came in 
with a bid that was lower than yours.  I know the quality of your work, and believe me, I 
tried to pitch that as a saving point for you to the board.  But in the end, I just couldn't 
justify the additional cost, especially with a few of the investors having stakes in some of 
the companies that UC's already worked with.  Not a single one has complained about 
them, and everyone has a lot of reasons why we should go with them.  I tried for you, 
Paul.  But in the end, I was outvoted."
"But don't they realize all of the money they'll lose buying the contract out?  I 
mean, it's almost twenty per cent of the cost!  How could you forget to tell them about 
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that?"  Despite Mark's calm, Paul was still letting his emotions take over his voice.  There 
was a few times it almost cracked.
"Paul..." started Mark.
"What?"  It was as bitter a word as he'd ever spoken.
"It's still cheaper."
"What?"  All of the anger, the resentment, the acid in his voice was replaced by 
confusion and disbelief.
"Even after we break your contract and pay you that money, its still cheaper to go 
with UC.  They beat your price by over thirty per cent.  I'm sorry, Paul.  I told you, I did 
everything I could."
The phone was still to his ear, but Paul didn't hear anything after Mark's first 
statement.  It was over, he decided.  This was the final straw.  He could no longer 
compete, and it wasn't his fault at all.  A few times, he opened his mouth to respond to 
Mark, but nothing could escape the noose he felt tightening around his throat.  He had 
been at times in his life when it felt like he had a frog in his throat, but this time it felt 
like the pressure was coming from the outside.
"Paul, you there?"  There was concern in Mark's once angry voice.
A few seconds passed before, "Yea.  Thanks, Mark.  Sorry I lost my temper.  Just, 
you know."
"Yea, Paul, I know."  Mark heard a click on his phone before he could finish.  He 
hung up the phone and went back to arranging the papers on his desk.
There wasn't much to do in the office that morning besides paperwork, so Paul 
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sent everyone home almost as soon as they arrived.  Barry and a few of the others stayed 
to talk things over and help with filling out all of the forms, but this only lasted for a few 
hours before there was little left to do.  Paul had to sign a few things, but no one else had 
any i's to dot or t's to cross.
Around noon there was a loud knocking at the door.  The office went silent as 
everyone looked up.  A click was heard in Paul's office as he turned the handle and 
peered out.  "Who is it?" he asked.
Barry stood up and replied, "Not sure yet, Paul," as he walked towards the door.  
After a conversation muffled by the door that opened inwards, he walked back in with a 
slim package.  "Thank you," as he closed the door.
"Well?" Paul asked again, leaning against the doorframe, only visible from the 
waist up.
"UPS guy.  Brought this," Barry said, walking towards the office and flipping the 
package over to see who it was from.
Paul tore it from his friend's hands and looked at the address.  "Stratford.  It's from 
Stratford."  He knew what was in it before he managed to tear the package open, only 
confirming the presence of a check from them.  There were also a few documents that 
were signed by Mark and a few of the board members.  The door closed behind him and 
the click of the lock could be heard.
"You think he's alright?" asked Alexa.  She was chewing on a bagel.
"No.  I don't think he's alright," came Barry's response.  "I mean, this was the last 
big one.  It was keeping us afloat as it was.  Now, once the money they just paid us is 
gone, the company's going to be in trouble.  Paul has to find a new contract soon, or get 
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out of the business."
"Get us all out of the business," chimed in Jerry.  He had been with the company 
since the beginning, despite several offers at other firms.  He had always stayed loyal.
Giving him a dirty look out of the corner of his eye, Barry answered, "Yea.  We'd 
all be out of jobs."
The room was relatively silent for a few minutes, with only the sounds of coffee 
being sipped and lunches being eaten.  Everyone was trying to get their minds off of what 
was happening with mindless, daily activities.  Everyone was failing.
The silence was broken by the quick sounds of the lock being flipped and the door 
squeaking open.  Paul, wearing his jacket and keys in hand, stormed towards the door.
"Hey, Paul, where are you going?"  Barry began to stand, but lost his balance and 
fell back into the chair.  Before he could shift and try again, Paul replied.
"Don't bother getting up, I'm heading out.  I'm going home.  There's a few more 
forms that I need to get today.  I'll be back in an hour or so.  You guys really don't have to 
hang around, I'll be fine here by myself."  All of this was said with his head facing 
towards the outside door, on the move.  He didn't meet anyone's stare or stop to say 
anything else.  He was out of the door before anyone could say anything.
"I don't think he's alright."  Everyone was thinking the same thing.
Paul was glad that he had come home to an empty house.  The calendar hanging 
next to the phone told him that Phyllis was out to lunch with a friend, and after grabbing 
an apple from the fridge he headed up to his office.  Ruffling through the massive stacks 
of forms and printouts led him to the ones that he needed to bring back with him.
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He sat down in the chair and looked at the photo of the groundbreaking of his 
office building.  It was put up by his company, which before that had been run from a 
small room in the upstairs of where he and Phyllis had been living.  Only Barry and a few 
others were around at that point, and they had been doing small jobs.  Additions to 
houses, sheds, guesthouses, things like that.  After business had picked up, he was able to 
move into a bigger house and put up the office that he had always dreamed of.  The day 
the walls went up was one of the proudest of his life.
Now he could see them all coming down.  This was the final straw, he knew.  
There wasn't much that he could do, barring a miracle contract that would fall from the 
sky.  Even that, he felt, would end up being blown over to UC.
Paul thought that he would have cried when he first realized that his business was 
over, but no tears would come.  He looked over at the picture, running a finger over the 
frame, one more time before heading back out to his car.  He started the ignition, bringing 
back the memory of the first time he had turned the key on his office.  The whole place 
had that new office smell, a mixture of building materials and carpeting.  He had smelled 
it a hundred times before that day, but that's the moment he always associated it with.
The sound of the engine turning and the smell of the exhaust destroyed that 
memory, bringing him back into focus.  He backed out of his driveway and started the 
trip back to his office.  Again, memories of the first time he took that trip flooded into his 
mind.  The autumn leaves had begun to change colors and were falling in the breeze.  The 
road was slick with the detritus from the last rain, and he had fishtailed going around the 
first corner a little to fast in his excitement.
His concentration kept flipping back and forth between his memory of that first 
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commute and his current one.  The Spring weather of the present kept melting away into 
the Autumn weather of his memories, until he was losing concentration of where he was 
as soon as he was snapping himself out of his daydream.
Paul found himself about to pull onto the highway, again wondering how he was 
able to drive safely without really thinking about it.  He floored the gas and flew out of 
the speedup lane, cutting off someone driving in the slow lane.  He didn't pay attention to 
the honking behind him, instead looking at the side of the road and losing the sound wall 
that blocked the development to the forest that had been there years ago.
Thousands of trees and miles of highway sped by him before he realized that he 
wasn't paying attention to the road again.  He closed his eyes for a moment and shook the 
dream out of his head.  When he opened his eyes, he was back in the present.  He could 
tell because his car was off of the side of the road and heading straight for the steel 
skeleton of the new county office at over ninety miles an hour.  The moment of total fear 
quickly gave way to the thought that at least he was taking them out with him.
"It's a damn shame," Detective Richards said, writing down the last few notes that 
he'd need for his report.  A few of the construction workers crowded around him, having 
recently given statements about what had happened.  The foreman and a representative 
from United Construction corporate, however, were the two men he was talking to.  
"Anything else that you want to add to the report?  Insurance considerations or 
anything?"
The foreman shook his head 'no', but the UC man replied, "Just make sure to 
include that the car broke through the divider we set up between the road and the 
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construction site."
"Already done, Mr. Creedy," the investigator responded.  "Any questions?  You 
can come pick up a copy of the report two days from now if you need one."
"Any idea what happened in that car?"  The foreman figured that he'd have a lot 
of questions being asked of him by his men, and he'd better have answers.  "I mean, it 
couldn't be the weather.  It's beautiful out!"
"Right now, we're assuming some type of mechanical malfunction.  There doesn't 
appear to have been anything in the road that would have caused him to lose control.  He 
musta been speeding quite a bit, though, to tear right through that divider like that.  Never 
seen something like this before.  Almost seems like he was aiming for it."  Detective 
Richards flipped his notebook closed.  "Didn't do much damage, though.  You guys sure 
know how to put up sturdy buildings.  I don't think you're gonna have to replace any of 
the actual structure, just some of the wiring and stuff."
"You don't get to be the best by building shoddy product," Mr. Creedy said, 
shaking the detective's hand.  "Thank you for getting this done quickly.  You and your 
people have acted very professionally.  If you need anything from us, call me personally.  
Here's my card."  He reached into his wallet and flipped through a few with his 
secretary's line before finding one with a direct line number.  "It'll go straight through to 
me."
The foreman shook the Detective's hand while this was going on.  "I need to get 
my men back to work."  He waved as the two men gave him a look that let him know that 
his departure was neither remarkable or wholly unwanted.
"Thank you, Mr. Creedy.  You've definitely made the investigation a lot easier, 
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and I'll be sure to let you know personally when it's closed and you can pick up a 
finalized report.  Good luck cleaning up the mess."




A callused and dirty hand lazily wiped sweat from a furrowed brow.  A quick 
shake of the wrist flung the liquid onto the dry soil where it was quickly swallowed by 
the thirsty earth.  The sun beat down on the scene, causing a tall and thin shadow to 
extend out from the man's feet.  He leaned against the crude instrument that he had 
fashioned himself out of a branch that he had found after the storm and a large, flat stone 
he had stubbed his toe on.  "At least some good came out of that," he thought to himself 
before rubbing his hand against the nape of his neck.
A quick look at the man's face showed a depth that seemed alien, as if it was 
thrust upon him after many years of ease.  A softness around the edges of the eyes 
betrayed the hardened and tanned skin that clothed the rest of his face.  His eyes tracked a 
bird as it glided back and forth, catching a breeze here or there and circling high 
overhead, but that's not what he was seeing.  Verdant trees grew from the banks of deep, 
cool lakes and cast a shadow over the flowers and undergrowth below.  A waterfall 
splashed over the side of a cliff and caused the surface of the pool to continually ripple.  
As the sunlight trickled through the leaves, it met the undulating waves and danced off in 
every direction.  A gentle breeze lifted the drooping grass and called it to attention.  He 
blinked and it was gone.
He looked up at the sky to find a cloud, some hint of shade, but there was nothing 
up there except a bright, blue expanse.  A sigh escaped his lips, and he looked up again at 
the heavens for some type of relief without expecting any to come.  His head shook as he 
gripped the handle of this tool and grunted as he lifted it a few feet above the soil.  It 
came down hard, but it needed to in order to crack the caked surface of the earth.  Two or 
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three more times the stone came down, chipping away at what would have been soft 
ground had Adam been blessed with rain.  He wasn't expecting the drought to break any 
time soon, however.  Even a cloud would be more than Adam could let himself hope for.
A hand on his shoulder caused him to turn quickly, shovel raised over his 
shoulder.
"Relax, Adam.  It is only I," a gentle voice soothed him.  Eve looked deeply into 
his eyes, the look of the penitent.  She believed this to be her fault, and there was no way 
she could hope for atonement.  She did not know that her existence was more beautiful to 
Adam than the elysian fields of the Garden they had enjoyed all too briefly.  "I brought 
you some water that I gathered this morning at the small stream.  Please, drink it.  You 
work too hard, as does the sun."
"Thank you, Eve.  It must have taken you all morning to walk down to the water.  
It is appreciated."  A swollen and uneven wooden bowl was raised to his lips, and he 
drank deeply.  The warmed and impure water met his chapped lips and splashed across 
his dry tongue.  It was close enough to the water in the Garden to bring that taste to his 
mind and ruin the enjoyment of this refreshment.  He still finished the entire cup, parched 
from laboring in the field all day.  Despite his efforts, he was little further along now than 
when he started, and already the sun had streaked more than halfway across the sky.
"Will you be finished for the day soon, Husband?"  Eve removed a piece of 
clothing that was draped across her shoulder and wiped away the sweat that plagued 
Adam's brow with it.  His gaze fell across her bare chest for a second too long, and he 
would have seen a smile grace Eve's face had that been where his attention fell.  He 
thought that she looked even more beautiful now than when they had lived in Eden, but 
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he dared not say that.  Those conversations were still awkward, and he could always tell 
that reminding her of that place only brought up feelings of guilt.
"I will be finished when I am done, Eve.  The work is hard and the day is hot.  We 
do not receive any help from above."  This was not meant as a rebuke, but Adam could 
tell that it was taken as one.  He lifted a hand to her chin and raised her eyes until they 
met his.  Despite the years since their expulsion, moments of tenderness such as this still 
came slightly awkward to the two of them.  "I will try to be home as soon as possible."  
He smiled warmly and ran a hand along her cheek, pushing her dark hair behind her ear.
"I will look forward to it," Eve replied as she placed her hand on top of his.  "I 
will look forward to it."  She turned and walked away.
"Come on, Cain.  Do not tell me that you are scared!  You are supposed to be the 
brave older brother, and there you are, dragging your feet.  If you do not hurry, we will 
never make it there and back by the time the sun sets!"
"I am not scared, brother.  I just do not see why we have to do this.  You know 
our parents have forbidden us from going there.  You know that He has, as well."
"He never forbade us, brother.  He simply expelled mother and father from living 
there.  We were never told by Him that we were not allowed to return."
"He told our parents that no man would ever be able to return to the Garden," 
came Cain's reply.
Abel smirked.  "That is what they said He said.  I have never once been told by 
Him that we cannot cross the gate guarded by the angels into the paradise."
"Abel, it is not right to doubt the word of our parents.  You know that they would 
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not lie to us."
"But there is so much that they refuse to share with us!  The will not even speak 
of their time in the Garden.  We only know that they were exiled from that paradise and 
God prevents them from ever reentering.  Even that sentence we can only know through 
them.  I need to see for myself."
"I am not sure, Abel.  Incurring His wrath seems to be a bad idea.  I cannot 
imagine what thing Adam and Eve must have done, but He has made it extremely 
difficult for us to survive because of it.  I am worried that this will only make things 
worse."
"Let us at least walk until we reach the gates of Eden, brother," coaxed Abel.  
"Surely there can be no harm in that."
Cain knew that once there, his brother would convince him in some way to cross 
the barrier.  He was not scared to enter the Garden; he was afraid of what could possibly 
happen to his family should he do so.  If he let his brother wander off by himself, though, 
Cain knew that Abel would get into even more trouble than he was already planning.  
Cain needed to follow Abel almost everywhere in order to ensure his brother's safety.  He 
looked down at the earth and shook his head.  "Lead on, brother.  There can be no harm 
in just looking through the gates..."  At those words Abel turned and started to sprint off 
towards their destination.  "...if that is all that you plan to do."
Cain started to jog and quickly caught up to his brother.  Abel turned and patted 
his brother on the back.  "Are we not having fun, Brother?"  Cain gave his brother a 
sideways glance and started to sprint ahead of him.  He was much faster than his younger 
sibling, and Abel quickly fell behind.  Panting, "Cain, slow down your pace.  You know I 
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cannot keep up with you when you run that quickly.  Cain!"
His brother's pleas did not slow him down, however, and Cain increased his 
effort.  He hoped to reach the gates much earlier than his brother and regain his breath, 
giving him the advantage when a tired and gasping for breath Abel tried to convince him 
to enter the Garden.  He didn't think it would matter much, however, as Abel would try to 
enter even without Cain agreeing to the incursion.  And then he would have to follow.
The gates to the Garden loomed large on the horizon.  Never having been this 
close, Cain could not be sure how large the Garden actually was, but it was massive in his 
imagination.  He raced quickly forward and climbed down a cliff that impeded his 
progress.  "That will give me some more time to gather my thoughts," Cain mentioned to 
himself, sure that his brother would run along the precipice until the hill that it was 
carved from rejoined the landscape at its base.
From the base of the cliff, Eden was in plain sight.  After awhile of more 
sprinting, Cain turned and looked for his brother.  Sure enough, he could see Abel's dark 
silhouette against the sun running along the edge of the cliff, not risking the steep 
descent.  Cain turned back and increased his pace yet again, his goal so close it was 
pulling him ahead.
"I asked...you...to slow down...for me...brother...Cain," gasped Abel as he doubled 
over and gripped his knees tightly.
"And I wished to reach these gates before you, brother Abel.  I enjoy running, and 
I became so engrossed in the experience that I must have been running faster than I 
thought.  For that, I apologize."
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Abel looked up, still desperate for air, his face distorted through a mask of 
exhaustion and nausea from the exertion.  "Well, we are...here."
Cain turned from his brother and looked at the towering wall separating them 
from the Garden.  "Yes.  We are here."  Listening to his brother's gasping for air, Cain 
kept his gaze on the top of the barricade.  "I suppose that you cannot be convinced to turn 
back now that we have reached our destination?"
"Since we are already here, Brother, we might as well take a closer look.  It is 
impossible to see over the wall.  And our parents have told us of the gate guarded by the 
Angel.  Surely it could not hurt to walk along the wall until we came upon that place?"
"As long as that is all you plan, Abel, that is what we shall do.  From atop the cliff 
it appeared that the gate is on the other side of the Garden.  We should walk around this 
way, as it is shorter."
"Lead the way, Cain.  Lead the way."
They made their way quickly along the wall, but it still took much longer than 
Cain would have wanted.  It did not appear that they would be able to arrive back at their 
home by the time the Sun would settle again below the edge of the earth.
"I can see it!" shouted Abel.  "The gates!  They are right up ahead.  We must 
make haste, brother.  We are almost there!"
Again, Abel began to run, and again, Cain quickly caught up to him.  The two 
took little time to arrive at the massive metal entryway into the Garden.  They slowed as 
they approached it, wary of what they might find.  Cain respected the stories that his 
parents did tell to him, and he was worried about the Angel at the gate and what God may 
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think of their affront.  Abel, while brash and unsure of his parents' tale, was still wary 
enough to not run blindly into something so potentially dangerous.  No matter how 
cautious their approach, however, there was not much that they could hide behind, and 
eventually they gave up the pretense of stealth for a more direct approach.
"Do you see the Angel?" asked Abel as they approached the impressive portal.
Cain noticed that his brother was walking a step behind him, using him to hide 
himself from whatever may be watching them from the gate.  "No, Brother, I do not see 
the Angel.  However, I have never seen an angel before."
"That is true, Cain.  Nor have I."  As they drew closer, however, it became more 
and more apparent that the Angel from their parents' stories seemed to be absent from his 
post.  This emboldened Abel, who was now striding alongside his brother.  He was trying 
to take a step or two ahead of Cain, but the elder would not allow his brother to rush 
headlong into danger, at least not without him there in case something went wrong.
They strode up to the gate and each placed a hand on the impressive structure.  "It 
is so cold!" remarked Cain.
"And so heavy, too!  You can tell it's weight just by touching it."
Cain glanced at this brother.  "Does that mean that I can be sure that you won't be 
trying to open these gates?"
Abel smiled and answered, "We have come all this way, brother.  We must surely 
at least try to enter."
"You know that Adam and Eve have told us that Man is forbidden to reenter the 
Garden.  We must not disobey them, or God."
"Our parents also told us that the gate was to be guarded for all time by an Angel 
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who would not let anyone enter.  I do not see that Angel here.  Maybe everything is not 
as they say."
"You are questioning the truth of our parents' words, Abel?" a shocked Cain 
exclaimed.
"No, brother Cain.  I am just saying that maybe they were incorrect in what they 
thought to be true.  I am sure that there was no intentional deception on their part.  The 
simple fact remains, however, that we are here, and there is no one guarding the gate.  
We must at least try to open the gate."
"Abel, you know that entering Eden is not a sensible thing to do.  I will not help 
you commit this defiance."
"That is your decision, Brother.  But I will not turn home until I know that I have 
tried everything I can to open these gates."
"Then I shall wait here with you, but I doubt that you will have much luck in 
throwing open the doors of Eden even with my help.  You said yourself how heavy those 
doors must be.  You are wasting our time."
However, as these words escaped Cain's mouth, his brother pushed gently against 
the gates with one hand on each.  Seemingly by themselves, the doors swung inward, 
throwing open a pathway to reenter the Garden.  An expression of disbelief crossed 
Cain's face.
"This is a sign that we must be meant to reenter the Garden, Cain!  I hardly 
brushed the gates and they yielded.  God Himself must have come to my aid."
"Do not say such brash things, younger brother."  This admonition fell on deaf 
ears, however, as Abel had already started walking through the entrance.  "Brother.  Abel.  
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Do not tread so lightly or so quickly.  Abel!"
Cain knew that his brother could hear his words, and he also knew that anything 
he said would not stop Abel from continuing into the Garden.  Angered, he began himself 
to enter the forbidden garden.  As he strode through the entryway, he paused briefly at the 
sound of a gently hissing.  He looked to both of his sides, however, and didn't see 
anything.  One of the immense gates was swinging on its hinges, and Cain decided that 
that must be the source of the noise.  He turned to see his brother a good distance in front 
of him, and Cain jogged to catch up.
By the time Cain caught up to his brother, Abel was standing at the edge of a 
massive lake.  It sat atop a tall precipice, and the two could see for miles over the edge.  
The landscape was covered in a brilliant green tapestry.  Trees, plants, flowers, water; all 
of these things stretched out as far as the eye could see.  The brothers had grown up in a 
brown world, surrounded by earth that would hardly yield enough sustenance for their 
small family.  Here, however, food aplenty was supplied to them with no effort.  The 
water was crystal clear and right in front of them, not miles away.
Abel bent over to drink from the pool, and Cain was beside him before he could 
control himself.  The water tasted beautiful.  A single mouthful instantly quenched both 
of their thirsts from the long day of travel.  It felt as if life itself was flowing into them.  
A cool breeze swept across their backs as they hunched over, drinking their fill.
Sated, the two of them stood up and looked out over the cliff again.
"It is beautiful."  Cain had no other words that could convey what he was feeling 
at that moment.  A tear teased the corner of one of his eyes.  "It is beautiful."
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Abel could not find anything else to say and instead nodded his head in 
agreement.
After a few minutes of simply staring out over the home that they had been 
denied, both began to grow restless.  The disobedience having already been committed, 
Cain found his sense of adventure taking hold.  The tingle of excitement was tickling his 
fingers and toes.  "Let us go look around a little.  We must leave for home soon, though, 
Abel."
"Yes.  But first, we explore."  The solemnity of this moment softened Abel's 
voice, but it could not remove all traces of eagerness.
"Let us walk along this ridge and see what wonders this place holds."
Cain and Abel set off along a small path that they found cutting through the 
woods that had grown right up to the edge of the cliff.  Looking down over the edge 
revealed more trees, making it appear as if the trees had started growing in a certain 
direction and wouldn't let anything, not even a drop that large, stop them.  The two 
enjoyed the cool respite that the shade afforded them, and they continually stooped down 
to drink from a small stream that followed their trail.
"I had always tried to picture this place when I closed my eyes, Abel.  I thought 
maybe some memory of this garden would have been given to me by our parents, and at 
times I believed that I saw this place in a dream.  But nothing I ever imagined can 
compare to the majesty of the real Eden."
"I know, Brother.  The same thought has crossed my mind.  It must have been 
something horrible that our parents did to deserve the punishment of the life that we now 
lead."
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"If I were given the opportunity to return, dear Brother, I would never give this up 
for any price.  I suppose that Mother and Father did not know what they were giving up, 
since this was all that they had known, and they could not have imagined our lives now 
just as we could not imagine this place without having been here."
"I had not thought of it like that, but the words you speak ring of truth, Brother."
"Let us walk a little farther, and then we must turn around and head home.  
Already the sun begins to fall against the horizon."
The two continued on their way for a little while before a loud rustling above 
them caused them both to stop at the same moment.
"What was that, Cain?"
"I'm not sure.  It sounded like something was rustling the leaves above us, as the 
wind could not have caused them to stir as much.  And I believe that I heard something 
that I remember from the entrance.  I thought it was just the hinges."
As he said this, something fell from the foliage and landed at Abel's feet.  It struck 
the ground with a gentle thud.  It did not bounce.  Bending over to pick it up, Abel 
examined it from both sides, holding it for awhile in his left hand before switching it over 
into his right.
"What do you suppose it is, Abel?"
"I do not know, but it smells wonderful.  I think it is some type of fruit, brother!  
It looks so different from the gaunt and colorless produce that we help Father grow."
Cain realized a second too late that his brother intended to eat the fruit that had 
fallen at his feet.  Had he acted right away, he might have been able to grab the bounty 
from Abel's hands.  As it was, a desperate "Wait!" was all that he could accomplish 
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before his brother bit down into the morsel.
A look of sublimity crossed Abel's face as the juice trickled down his throat.  
Before he could swallow the first bite he was already taking a second one.  Cain, 
meanwhile, was looking on horrified, sure that no good could come of this.
"Brother, you have nothing to worry about.  This is the fruit that our parents lived 
off of during their time in the Garden.  Surely, it is..."
Abel trailed off in the middle of his sentence.  A look of momentary confusion 
crossed his face, and Cain reached out to help his brother.  Abel brushed Cain's hands 
away, however, and a smile crossed his face.  He understood.  Everything.  His head was 
filling with thoughts, ideas that he had never imagined before.  He knew so much of the 
world in that instant, and all of the things that had occurred to him and his brother, his 
parents, this planet made sense.  There was a logic to it all.  He began to laugh in a way 
that others mistake for hysteria, but really comes from that instant where the simplicity of 
something that had previously appeared so complex is shown to be exceedingly simple.
"Brother.  Cain.  You must eat of this fruit.  I do not know how to explain what it 
has done to me, but if you eat of it then you shall know what I now know."
"Abel, are you alright?  You appear to have been affected in some way."
"Cain, you cannot imagine how well I am now that I have seen.  You must share 
this with me."  Abel held his hand out to his brother, but only the rind remained.  "Come, 
we must find another."
Intrigued by what his brother had just experienced, and no longer wary that the 
fruit may cause harm, Cain turned and walked further into the forest.  At first, Abel 
followed, but he slowed down over time.  Soon, he came to a complete stop.  "Cain, I 
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believe that we must turn back.  I do not think that your eating the fruit is a good idea.  I 
do not even think that I should have eaten what I did.  We should return home."
"Abel, a minute ago, you could not tell me enough of how magnificent that fruit 
was and how I must partake of it.  Here, this tree is filled with the fruit that you ate.  I 
shall eat one, and then we will turn around and go home."  With these words, he leapt up 
towards the lowest limb and snatched one of the red spheres that seemed to shine from 
within.  A second one fell at his feet, disturbed by the shaking of the branch Cain had 
caused with the plucking of the first one.
"That is not the same fruit, Brother.  I cannot explain it, but it seems...different to 
me."
"This looks just like the fruit that you just ate, Abel.  One piece will not harm me, 
as it did not harm you.  Come now, we can leave the Garden."
As he walked in the direction that they came from, Cain tore into the fruit.  Red 
juice trickled down his chin and fell at his feet.  A surge of energy coursed through his 
body as the bite slid down his throat.  He stopped suddenly as he felt the energy explode 
out into each of his limbs.  The water that had quenched his thirst so readily before now 
seemed to him like the water they drank at home, when compared to this new sensation.  
All of the exhaustion from the long day of traveling melted from his once weary muscles 
and was replaced by a vibrancy that he had never known before.  He felted revitalized 
and a renewed sense of youthfulness, as if some life had been restored to him.  A look of 
pure elation swept clean his face.  He quickly bent over to pick up the second piece and 
stuffed it in his pouch.
Abel noticed the sudden cessation of the footsteps behind him, and he turned to 
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face his brother.  "Cain?  What is happening to you, Cain?"
"Abel, my brother.  You cannot believe what I am feeling right now.  It hearkens 
back to our younger days, but I cannot remember ever being this full of vitality.  You 
were right."
"Cain, I do not believe that that is what I experienced.  I told you that the fruit that 
you picked was different than that which fell at my feet.  Let me take a bite of the second 
one that you picked, and we can know for sure."
An ugly look crossed Cain's face.  He knew that the fruit was giving him this 
energy, this youth, this vigor that he had never known before.  It was his fruit, his power, 
and he did not intend to share it with his younger brother.  After all, reasoned Cain, Abel 
had finished his fruit without even a second thought of his brother.
"If you would like a piece of this fruit, Abel, the tree that it grows from is not far 
behind us yet.  You may return and find your own piece, and I will wait for you at the 
gate."
"No, Brother.  I believe that it is best that we leave this place.  I have suddenly 
gotten a bad feeling about everything that has happened.  I think you were right, before, 
when you said that this was a bad idea.  We should not have disobeyed our parents and 
our God."
"Then let us go," replied Cain.
And they did.  In silence.
It took them less time to return to the entrance to the Garden than it had taken 
them to reach the grove where they had found the fruit.  Only one door remained open.
"A breeze must have blown the door shut," remarked Abel.  In fact, the wind was 
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blowing harder at the entrance to the door than he had remembered, and it was much 
greater than throughout the rest of the Garden.
"Yes," was all that Cain replied.
The wind seemed to pick up a bit, and Abel began to exit the Garden.  Cain 
reached into his pouch to make sure that his fruit was still there.  He followed his brother 
out of the door, wind at his back.
"Help me to shut the gate, Cain."  Abel was struggling with the door that had 
yielded to him so easily before.  Cain turned to look at his brother and stood for a second, 
his mind on something else.  He shook his head, and took a few steps towards the gate.  
Both struggled against the massive weight, but even with both of their strengths they 
could not cause it to budge.
"I do not believe that it is going to move, Brother," Cain said to his brother.
"Nor do I.  I think it best if we head home.  Mother and Father will not come by 
this place, so I do not believe that we will be discovered.  Hopefully, that is all we have to 
worry about."
Cain nodded, and the two brothers began their long trip home.  They ran along the 
wall and began to round the corner when they heard a loud crashing sound.  They looked 
back from where they came to see a man surrounded by a bright aura closing the door.  
Both brothers quickly went around the corner, not sure if the Cherub that they instantly 
recognized saw them when he looked up after shutting the gate.
They followed the same path home that they had come to the Garden on.  This 
time, however, Cain followed his brother along the ridge and up the hill.
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"You are not going to climb the cliff, Cain?"
"Why risk the injury, Brother, when this way will take the same amount of time?"
"I agree, Cain.  It is just so," a brief pause, "uncharacteristic of you."
Cain's eyes looked straight ahead and he did not answer.  Abel gave up the 
attempt at conversation and they returned to their uneasy silence.
The sun had just disappeared under the edge of the earth, beginning its long 
journey back to morning, by the time that Cain and Abel returned to their home.  They 
found Adam still in the field, fighting desperately in the twilight to make his day's work 
appear to be more prosperous than it actually was.  The sound of his two sons' feet 
against the hard ground brought his attention up from his work.
"I know it does not look as if much was accomplished, but this work took me all 
day to complete."  Adam was explaining it to himself as much as his offspring.  "What 
labors have taken your days, Cain and Abel?"
Abel opened his mouth to speak, but Cain managed to speak first.  "Nothing, 
Father.  We went for a long run.  It took us further than planned, but now we have 
returned."
Abel was shocked at his brother's deception.  He was sure that Cain would give 
their trip away.  Abel himself had almost admitted their transgression to Adam just now.  
Shocked by his brother's action, Abel could not manage to contradict his words.
"Very well, Cain.  I hope that it was a rewarding experience.  I would request that 
both of you help me tomorrow to till the land.  The work is slow and hard, but it must be 
done."
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At these words, Cain's hand darted into the pouch that he was carrying his fruit in 
and ran his hand over its rough skin.  Visions of his own fruit tree sprang into his mind, a 
whole grove full of this magnificent fruit that he could eat at each meal of the day.  His 
heart started to beat faster and his mouth began to water.
"I shall help you, Father," Cain replied.  "I shall help you grow the food."
"You have always been a dependable son, Cain.  I thank you."
Abel felt relieved that whatever had come over his brother appeared to be lifting.  
"I, too, shall help you father."
"I will appreciate any help that you can give your brother and me tomorrow.  Now 
we must return home for dinner.  I believe that Eve is waiting for us."
Cain awoke earlier than the sun, more full of life and energy than he had ever 
been before in his life.  His muscles extended his limbs in every direction, waking them 
from their slumber, and a yawn distorted his youthful face.  A glance out the window 
revealed the sun's light peeking over the edge of the horizon, but Cain realized that it was 
not yet morning.  It would be a short while before the rest of his family roused from their 
slumber, so Cain quietly rose from his crudely fashioned bed and brushed the leaves that 
made up his mattress from his skin.  Despite the exertion yesterday, his skin felt supple 
and soft.  The dehydration that he had grown used to seemed to have faded overnight.
Thinking about that brought a terrible hunger to his stomach.  The combination of 
the two thoughts combined into a single image in his mind, and his hand instinctively 
reached towards the pouch that rested at his feet.  The bottom corner was caught between 
his fingers and before he had a chance to think, he lifted it up.  The pouch flipped upside 
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down and the fruit tumbled out of it onto the floor, hanging in the air for a single, terrible 
second.  Cain's breath caught in his throat and his heartbeat suddenly leapt into his 
attention.  He watched as the fruit bounced on the floor once before rolling to a stop.  He 
bent over slowly, as if taking his time would change the outcome for the better.  It 
seemed to leap backwards into his hand as he reached out for it, and he quickly but gently 
squeezed it to feel for any bruising.  Miraculously, there were no soft spots.
The touch of the fruit on his skin caused Cain's stomach to double over in pain.  
He quickly bit down into his breakfast, tearing almost half of it into his mouth at one 
time.  He barely chewed it before swallowing it, and almost finished it before realizing 
that he would not be able to get another piece for quite some time.  Cain had no faith that 
either he or Abel would be able to get back into the Garden.  Cain was feeling more and 
more lucky with each passing second that they had escaped with their lives the first time.  
After all, He did promise divine wrath on anyone who entered the Garden, according to 
Adam and Eve.
A few sparse trees looked in at Cain from the window, and he thought of how 
long and hard Adam had had to work in order to grow those few saplings.  Those barely 
produced enough fruit to keep the family going.  Cain decided to save his secret for later, 
and he placed it back in the pouch at the foot of his bed.  He stood up hesitantly before 
reaching back into the pouch and plucking two of the seeds that he had revealed with his 
bite.  These two seeds were folded carefully into the waist of his loincloth.
As he was wiping the juice from his lips, the sun finally broke the horizon and 
cast a few bright rays through the crooked window.  They fell gently on Adam's back, 
causing him to scratch at the dry skin that flaked white at the insult.  He turned over and 
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squinted at the window, sitting up in alarm when he saw someone standing in the 
shadows.
"It is Cain, Father.  It is only your son.  We have work to do, and the earlier we 
start, the earlier it will be done."
"You speak the truth, Cain.  Let us eat and then we can work."
The conversation between the two had woken Abel and Eve, the latter of whom 
poured each member of the family a small bowl of water from the container that she had 
to refill each day.  Dipping the bowls into the water caused the silt that settled at the 
bottom to kick up, causing the stale water to taste dirty as well.
Each of the men gladly accepted the bowl and drank quickly.  Grimaces from the 
taste crossed the faces of the two brothers for the first time.  Abel was sore from their trip 
the day before and noticed that Cain did not appear to feel the ill effects of the excursion 
at all.  He reached into a basket that Eve had woven and grabbed one of the tart fruits that 
had come from their small grove.  Small holes from where insects had eaten their fill 
spotted the skin.  He took a few bites before removing the seeds and throwing it out in 
disgust, the memory of the fruit from the day before still teasing his tongue.
He placed the seeds with the others they had collected to plant and placed the rest 
of the fruit in his pouch to carry out to the garden.  They had found out long ago that 
placing these things back in the earth helped the other trees to grow.  They did not know 
if this had some reason, but they assumed that it pleased Him and that He was responsible 
for this phenomenon.
Adam finished his fruit before plucking the seeds from the remains.
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"Let us start, for the day is long, but the work is longer.  I am glad that you two 
have offered to help me, for the time will come when you two must start your own 
households and grow your own foods.  You are growing older."
"Yes, father.  I have felt the same," replied Abel.  "Just recently, I have come to 
understand how our lives must unfold."
"If there is some spare time, Father, I was hoping that I might start my own 
garden today.  If we are to grow our own food, we must start planting trees now so that 
they may grow to bear fruit in the future."  Cain was already grabbing at the few meager 
tools they had managed to fashion out of branches and rocks.
"I agree, Father.  I think that the earlier we begin our own gardens and groves, the 
better off we are going to be."  Abel smiled and gave a quick nod to his brother.
Adam thought for a second, realizing how quickly his help was fading into 
personal pursuits.  At least it would increase the amount of food that the family had.  
"Alright, Cain and Abel.  After the sun passes through its apex, you two should begin to 
cultivate your own land.  Hopefully you will find a better place than He designated for us.  
Now, however, we must get to work on this land."
Cain was already halfway out of the door by the time Adam and Abel could grab 
their things.  Abel reached into the bowl and grabbed a few of the small and misshapen 
spheres.  "Cain, should you not also grab a few of these seeds to plant?"  Abel held the 
bowl up towards his brother.
Cain turned and eyed his brother, suspicious of the way that he was offered the 
seeds.  A second caused this to pass, however, as there was no way that his brother could 
know his secret.  "Of course, Brother.  How careless of me."  Cain reached into the bowl 
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and plucked out four of the seeds, carefully placing them besides the two that he had 
already concealed in his clothing.  "Thank you for reminding me."
Not sure if the sinister tone of his brother was imagined or not, Abel replied, "You 
are welcome."  He looked at Adam to see if his father felt anything was amiss, but 
apparently Abel was the only one who found anything wrong with Cain's manner.
"We waste too much time on talk.  Let us hurry to the fields."  Adam turned to 
find Cain already jogging out towards the small grove he had planted years ago.
The day was long and hot, and Adam was already weary from his work earlier in 
the week.  His two sons had already left him to plant their own gardens, and he was left 
to tend to the one that fed the family.  He lamented the work lost by sending those two 
out on their own, Cain to the East and Abel to the West, as their trees would not yield 
fruit for many years.  The family was hungry now.
The sun was setting as he saw Abel's silhouette against the bright horizon, casting 
a long shadow that made his son appear to be a giant.  Adam squinted against the light 
and tried raising his hand to block it out, but he quickly realized how futile that was with 
the sun already down on the horizon.  He turned to find any trace of his other son, but 
Cain was nowhere to be found.  There was not much to obscure his view either, so Cain 
must still be working in the field.  He was proud of his son's work ethic, and he began to 
collect his tools while waiting for Abel to return.
By the time his father had finished gathering all of his equipment, Abel had 
returned with the shovel that he had borrowed.  The ground chipped the stone so often 
that Adam and his sons had built a reserve of certain tools for when one of them became 
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unusable.  Abel grabbed a few of his father's tools and picked them up.
"Where is Cain at?  It should not have taken him this long to plant the few seeds 
that he had.  I spent most of the day, after sowing the seeds and carrying water to them, 
exploring around the area that I chose to call my own."
Adam looked again to the East, but he still could see no trace of his eldest.  The 
sun had already set behind him, and he felt the need to go home and see Eve.
"I am not sure, Abel.  But he has always been strong willed and a hard worker.  
I'm sure he found something to do at his new place.  We should return home.  I have faith 
that he will arrive shortly after we do."
"Alright, Father.  I trust your judgment."
As Abel and Adam began their short walk back to their small home, Cain was 
finally beginning to plant his seeds.  His trek had sent him far before he found the land 
that would be worthy of the bounty that he was about to plant within it.  A stream was 
nearby, and the soil was slightly more moist and forgiving than the area that Adam had 
found for them to live on.  It was almost pleasant to walk on this earth.
He quickly pulled out the two seeds that he had pulled out of the fruit from the 
Garden and held them in his palm.  He lifted them to eye level and examined them 
closely.  They were perfectly round and much brighter than the four seeds from the fruit 
that Adam had grown.  He tightened his fist around them and could almost feel the 
energy streaking through his body.  The thought brought the first sign of hunger he had 
experienced since he had eaten the fruit that morning.  He wondered how he had 
managed to travel all day without a morsel of food and still feel as he did, but again the 
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image of his breakfast reminded him that he had a new source of sustenance that was 
greater than anything he had ever experienced in his life.
He quickly dropped to his knees and gently placed the seeds in the shallow hole 
that he had dug for them.  Using his hands to cover them with dirt, Cain gently patted the 
earth down on top of them.  Each blink brought the image of a fully grown tree, each 
branch covered in leaves that whispered gently in the wind.  From each of these limbs 
hung more fruit than he could ever hope to eat.  One bite, after all, had filled him with 
enough energy to sustain him through the day.  He could only imagine what it would be 
like when he had enough to eat the fruit for every meal.  As an afterthought, he bored a 
small hole into the earth surrounding his precious seeds and buried each of the other ones.
Cain rose from the ground and brushed the dirt from his hands and knees.  He 
looked around him and surveyed the area again, making sure that he knew exactly where 
he had planted the seeds.  He had already gathered a number of rocks from around the 
area to mark this place, and he was satisfied that it would be easy to return to this place 
again tomorrow.
Already set, the sun would be no help in guiding his way.  Thankfully, there was a 
series of hills that would lead him to the house of his father.  This was his home now.
Everyone was getting ready to go to sleep by the time Cain walked through their 
door.  Abel appeared to have already fell into a deep slumber.  He rested his shovel in the 
corner by the door and started to walk towards his bed without saying a word.
"Would you care for something to eat, Cain?" Eve asked, rising from her and 
Adam's bed to grab a piece of fruit for her son.  Cain turned and placed his hands on his 
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mother's shoulders.  It was a quick and unexpected reaction, but his grip was gentle and 
Eve did not think anything of it.
"No, Mother.  I am fine.  I would just like to get some sleep."
Adam asked his son, "How did you fare today?  Were you able to find some land 
and plant your seeds?"  He turned in the bed to look at his son and was surprised to see 
that barely a hint of fatigue could be seen on the boy's face.  Even his posture was still 
quite erect.  After a day of travel and hard work, Adam was always slightly hunched 
over.  His once perfect body had begun to hunch from the daily effort.  Even Abel, from 
his single day of toil, had walked slowly home and was slouching slightly.
"Yes, Father.  I found a place to plant my seeds.  Now I only have to tend to them 
and wait for them to grow into full trees."  Cain removed his tunic and placed it at the 
side of his bed.  He lay down, but it appeared that he did so more out of habit than any 
need for rest.
Abel began to stir at all of the noise and opened his eyes enough to see his brother 
was home.  "Cain, I hope your day went as well as mine did."
Cain replied, "It was, brother.  It was," but Abel had already fallen back asleep.
"I am glad that everything went well today, Cain.  We must rest for tomorrow 
now.  Goodnight."  Adam rolled back over and smiled as Eve climbed in behind him.
Cain reached down and felt for the fruit that was still in his pouch.  It was just 
where he left it.  Gently and quietly he reached into the bag and pulled the fruit out.  The 
smell reached his nostrils before he could see the fruit over the edge of his bed.  He 
brought it in close to his face and noticed that the fruit hadn't browned on its exposed 
flesh like the other fruit that they had grown.  He smiled at that, and he bit a small portion 
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of the fruit from one of the edges.  It was mostly skin, but he felt better almost 
immediately.  He replaced the fruit under his bed and quickly fell asleep.
The following morning was spent in much the same way as almost every other 
morning that any of the family could remember.  Cain ate a bit more of his fruit when no 
one was looking, and then the three men headed out to work in the fields.
To Cain, the morning seemed interminable.  He knew that there could not be 
much change in the status of his seeds, but he felt that every second he wasn't tending to 
them, they were getting closer and closer to death.  If he didn't get there soon, they would 
certainly run out of water and shrivel up in the soil.  By the time the sun peaked in the 
sky, he was almost crazy with the fear of what had happened to his seeds.
"The sun is high, Cain and Abel, and it is time for you two to travel to your own 
lands.  I will see you tonight when you return."
"Yes, father.  I hope that the weather is as mild for you as it has been this 
morning.  The work should not be too hard if this keeps up."  Abel grabbed a shovel and 
started on his way.
Cain had already left by the time his father had finished talking.
The walk to his land was not too far, but Cain had decided to take a longer and safer 
route.  The energy that he had gained from the fruit also allowed him to run faster, 
though, and the extra distance was made up for by his increased speed.  After all, he 
figured, his life was too important to risk on useless dangers like the cliffs that plagued 
the route that he would have taken.
A sprint that should have taken his breath brought him quickly to the area where 
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he planted the seeds, but he had not even broken a sweat.  Despite the heat and the 
distance, he actually felt better than when he had headed out.  His heart was pumping 
slightly faster than when he had left his father and brother, but this only made him feel 
more alive.  The only thought plaguing his mind was that something had happened to the 
seeds while he was away for the night, but he could not draw suspicions by failing to 
return home.  He was also worried that he would not be able to find his way back to the 
place he had been yesterday.
Cain's fears, however, turned out to be decidedly unnecessary, however, for as 
soon as he drew close to the area that he had planted his seeds, he saw great branches 
reaching up to the sky where he knew there had been none the day before.  Their leaves 
were of a verdant green, much brighter than the ones on the trees that he had known since 
his childhood.  They were also much taller and dense than the trees of Adam.  Even more 
strength seemed to course through his veins and settle in the muscles in his legs as he 
drew closer.  He could not get there soon enough.
The shade cast by the trees bathed Cain in cool darkness that he reveled in like a 
cool stream of water.  He stood there in awe for a few minutes, basking in the majesty of 
his trees.  "This must be a miracle!" he shouted at the sky.  "This must be a miracle!"  He 
started to laugh and fell hard onto the ground below, arms spread wide.
Staring straight up at the branches above him brought into view all of the fruit that 
had already grown.  Cain's stomach pulled him up into a sitting position and commanded 
him to stand up, reach up, grab one of those fruits.  His hand fell across one before seeing 
an even larger one on the branch next to it.  He tore it off of the branch and quickly bit 
into it.  The juice trickled down his throat as he chewed the delicious meat of the fruit.
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Immediately, he was trembling as he had been in the Garden the other day.  He 
had forgotten the feeling, for how could you ever properly remember pure ecstasy?   The 
first piece was gone after only two bites, and he tossed the rind away before plucking the 
one that he had touched first and eating that one.  The effect wasn't merely sustained, but 
enhanced by eating more of the fruit.  He felt so alive.  Every part of his body felt as if it 
were working as well as it could.  He was hardly breathing, and yet he wasn't out of 
breath.  The years seemed to be melting off of his body.  He knew that he had been given 
the gift of life, that each bite of the fruit would extend it and prevent his death.
Realizing this meant a lot to him, even though he wasn't quite sure what death 
meant.  The family had not experienced it yet, outside of a few animals that they had 
found lifeless.  Adam had told the two that He had promised it would come to them, and 
they all had an idea of what it was, but it had not yet sunk in as a reality.  In that way, 
they were still all children.
He quickly tore into a third piece of fruit and could not finish it, for the feeling 
was overwhelming.  Cain began to walk towards the stream, but he tripped over 
something else that was growing out of the ground.  He fell hard onto his knee, and 
despite the relative softness of the earth here, the ground still broke the skin.  He 
grimaced as he turned onto his back and saw the thin line of blood making its way down 
his shin.  As quickly as it came, however, the pain subsided.  By the time Cain reached 
down to wipe the blood away from the wound, it was completely healed over.  A scar 
covered where he had been injured.
A burst of laughter escaped Cain's lips, and his head bent backwards towards the 
sky to let it out.  He stood up and looked at what he had tripped over.  A small sapling 
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had begun to break the surface of the earth.  It was now partially uprooted, most likely, 
Cain thought, from getting in his way.  Thinking about it for a few more seconds brought 
about the realization that it was one of the seeds that had come from Adam's fruit.
"The trees from the Garden must have caused the other seeds to grow more 
rapidly.  It took weeks for the trees of Adam to break the ground and first become visible.  
No matter, however, for I shall not be needing them."  Cain bent over and finished 
uprooting the tree from the earth.  He quickly found the other three and pulled them out 
as well.  He tossed them aside and continued to walk down to the stream.  He couldn't 
possible eat any more of the fruit, and he had to stay out here for the rest of the day, lest 
his family become suspicious.  The fruit was his alone.  He took the risk by stealing it 
from the Garden, and he was the one who planted it.  And no one else could know about 
it.  They would become greedy of his good fortune and willing to do anything to get at 
his trees.  He couldn't allow that.  He still was unsure of what death meant, but he was 
sure that it would come to him if anyone else found out about the power of the fruit from 
his tree.  Now that he knew this tree extended his life, he wasn't willing to sacrifice it for 
anything.  He decided he was willing to do anything to protect the secret.  Cain felt he did 
not have much to worry about anyway, for the rest of his family would not be expecting 
his plants to yield fruit for quite some time anyway.
Cain lay down on the bank of the stream and relaxed.  The sun was hot, but that 
only made the cool water running over his feet feel even better.  He closed his eyes and 
dreamed of day after day and year after year of sitting under the tree and eating the fruit 
that he had grown.  A wicked smile crossed his face.
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Abel meanwhile had managed to carry some water from a nearby stream to where 
he had planted his seeds.  He had also noticed some branches had washed up on the bank 
at a bend in the water's path.  After tending to the seeds that were hopefully growing 
underneath the soil, Abel trekked back to where he had seen the timber and gathered it 
up.  A few trips yielded quite a bit of the wood, and he sat on top of the pile, eating the 
small amount of food he had carried with him and thinking about what to do with all of 
the material that he had collected.
A small goat walked over to him as he was thinking and nudged his elbow with its 
nose.  He jumped and turned quickly but saw that there was no danger from this animal 
and laughed.
"Hello, little animal.  You gave me quite a scare."  There was a great tenderness in 
Abel's voice, and he reached down to rub the fur that stuck up from the goat's small head.  
"What brings you over to me on this day?  Your kind tends to shy away from my family."  
The goat replied with a weak bleet, and licked at Abel's hand.
Abel looked down and noticed that his fingers were sticky with the juice from his 
meal.  "You must be hungry.  I am done with this, and there is only the rind left, but I do 
not believe that you will mind eating this, goat."  He held the rind between his thumb and 
middle fingers in front of the goat's mouth, and it was quickly snapped out and chewed 
up.  The goat appeared to cheer up at the unexpected meal.
"I am thinking, goat, that maybe I can use this wood to build a fence to keep you 
and some of your family in one area.  We have gotten milk from your kind before, and 
used the skins of those that have died to make these clothes.  It would be useful to be able 
to keep some of you around, especially since my trees will not grow for quite some time."  
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Abel patted the goat on the head again, and then began to work with the branches to see if 
he could find an easy way to fasten them together.  After a few unsuccessful attempts at 
leaning them together, Abel ripped a strip from his clothing and tied it around two of the 
branches.  They appeared to stay together fairly well.
After a few failed attempts, Abel managed to get a few lengths standing together.  
He realized that he had not picked the best place to build his fence, however, as the 
animal would require food and water.  The rest of the day was spent uprooting the fence 
and carrying all of the wood back towards the stream.  Abel reasoned that here, it would 
be possible to find a shallow section in the water and build an enclosure around that part 
of the brook and some of the grass that grew along its shore.  Abel had noticed some 
animals eating this before and decided that he had come up with the perfect solution for 
keeping his animals together.  He began to dig the shallow holes that would hold his 
fence posts upright and managed to rebuild what he had previously erected before 
deciding it was time to head home.  He was proud of what he had accomplished that day 
and only wished that there was some sign that his trees were growing.
The days continued on like that, with Cain rising earlier and coming home later.  
He no longer helped Adam and Abel with the work at home, but Adam decided that, as 
he was the older of the sons, he was simply ready to start his own place more than Abel 
was.  He also hardly ate anything at home anymore, explaining that he had found some 
plant life that was edible at his new home.
Abel had become used to the steady routine of working with his father until the 
sun had reached its highest point and then traveling to his new land to work on the fence 
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that he was building.  It only took him a little more than six days to finish erecting it.  
Thankfully Adam had stored some extra animal hides over the course of his years in exile 
and had given them to Abel as a reward for all of his hard work in the family fields.  His 
plants, however, still showed no sign of life.  He feared that they would not grow at all, 
but the work on the fence kept him from thinking too much about it.
With the fence finished, Abel set about finding animals to keep.  It did not take 
long to find the goat that he had fed the week before, as the animal had continued to 
come back each day for what was left of his meal.  A few others had begun to make the 
trek with that goat, and by the time his fence was finished Abel was being visited by 
about five goats each day.  He never had enough food to feed each of them, but he led 
them to his fence and they followed him in.  Realizing that they had a small pasture to 
feed in here and access to water, they all began to mill about.  Some lay down in the sun, 
and one even waded around in the water before settling down on the bank.
Abel looked out over the animals that he was keeping and smiled.  He leaned 
against the shovel that he had brought with him and took notice that he had three female 
and two male goats.  The females would be good for their milk, and he was sure that that 
would please his mother.  He was glad that he had finally found a way to help his family,
and he was even happier he found something that he seemed to be good at.
The rest of the day was spent gathering more wood from along the stream.  He 
realized after putting the five goats in his enclosure that he would have to make it much 
bigger if he was going to keep more animals.  
This semi-mindless work, however, gave him a chance to think about his brother 
and his strange behavior recently.  Ever since the garden, Abel noticed that he had been 
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thinking quite differently, and the world and his family were making a lot more sense to 
him.  He was also no longer going out of his way to cause problems for his family or get 
himself into dangerous situations.  On the other hand, he had begun to notice that his 
brother was much more withdrawn.  There was the obvious disappearances before sunrise 
to his land over the past few days, but there was much more to it than that, Abel felt.  He 
hadn't wanted to go for a run with his brother on their day of rest, as he usually did, and 
instead went off on his own.  Abel remembered how Cain used to keep close watch over 
him, to make sure that he wasn't getting himself into trouble.  Now Cain appeared to be 
putting that effort into making sure that Abel was not around him, avoiding him at all 
costs.  And there was the eerily youthful sheen that his skin had taken on over the past 
few days.  While he certainly wasn't too aged, the dry air and hard work had caused both 
of the children of Adam's skin to become tan and hardened in their youth.  Cain's seemed 
to have regained the softness and glow that it had lost years before.
Abel remembered back to the Garden, as that seemed to be the turning point in 
both of their lives.  While it appeared to be a positive thing for him, Cain seemed to have 
taken a turn for the worse. The only thing that Abel could think of that they had 
experienced differently was the fruit that they had eaten.  If only he had taken a piece of 
fruit from the tree that Cain had eaten of!
Suddenly, Abel remembered a detail that he had previously forgotten.  The piece 
of fruit that had fallen to the ground.  He didn't remember seeing it when he looked back 
at Cain.  A picture of the past few weeks suddenly jumped into stark contrast in Abel's 
mind.  He must have taken it.  He must have carried that piece of fruit out of the Garden 
and planted it.  That's why he forgot to grab his own seeds when they headed out that first 
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day!  It was all so obvious, Abel could not believe that he had not noticed it before.
Abel decided to follow his brother the next day to determine if his suspicions 
were correct.  He had a feeling that the fruit from the Garden had already grown.  It 
would explain why his brother no longer ate any of the family's food as well as Cain's 
reason.  He also imagined that the fruit from the Garden would have other positive effects 
on his brother, such as the energy that he appeared to have recently.  If only Abel could 
figure out why he had been acting so strangely; he could come up with no reason for his 
brother hiding this from the family or acting the way he had been.  He tried to put it from 
his mind, wondering if he wasn't imagining the whole thing.  He would forget about it 
until tomorrow, when he would know for sure if his suspicions were reality.  Until then, 
he would not worry about it.
Abel couldn't get the thought out of his mind.
The sound of something moving woke Abel up with a start.  He caught his breath 
and feared that he had slept later than he intended, convinced that his brother had already 
left and it was his father's movements that woke him up.  Subtly turning over, still 
pretending to be asleep, he notice that the sun had not yet rose and it was, in fact, his 
brother who was getting ready to leave.
Abel waited in his bed while his brother grabbed the few things that he needed
and left their small hut.  Cain was gone for a short while before Abel decided it was safe 
to rise from his bed and set out to follow his brother.  He silently gathered his own things 
and peeked around the door to see if his brother had traveled a fair distance.  After all, 
Cain would be even more secretive in his actions if he were given any reason to believe 
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that he was being followed.  Abel was sure of it.
Keeping his brother in sight wasn't too difficult, as Cain seemed to be jogging to 
wherever he was going.  He also was taking a circuitous route, avoiding a lot of the cliffs 
that Abel had watched him climb up and down hundreds of times over the years.  The 
rather flat horizon offered little in the area of protection for either Cain or Abel to hide 
behind, but Cain did not appear to turn to look behind him.  Abel noted that he appeared 
solely focused on making his way to his destination.
The sun had already risen by the time that they had finally arrived at Cain's land.  
Abel could see the trees long before even Cain had reached them, and he knew that all of 
his fears were true.  Cain had grabbed the fruit from the Garden and planted it out here.  
Eating that fruit was what was causing all the changes that he had witnessed in his 
brother.  Abel did not have to get any closer to know the truth, and he did not want to 
disturb his parents by disappearing all day.  He saw Cain grab a fruit and lie down by the 
stream before he turned and began the long trek back to his home.
The thought of what to do plagued every thought that crossed Abel's mind for the 
rest of the day.  He could not let this to continue.  His brother was becoming consumed 
by his fruit, it was obvious now.  He was abandoning his family to sit idly by his fruit tree 
and stream.  The old Cain would have shared his bounty with the family.  This new Cain 
would hardly spend any time with those whom he used to love.  Abel did not know what 
to do; all he wanted was his old brother back.
Abel knew that he would have to somehow destroy the trees.  They were what 
was causing all of this.  The theft from the Garden must have angered God in some way, 
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and He was responsible for the changes in Cain.  Maybe as a form of punishment.  Or 
maybe the fruit itself was designed to punish in this way outside of the Garden.  Either 
way, Abel was set in his decision.  Tonight, after everyone had fallen asleep, he would 
head back to Cain's garden and destroy the trees.
Cain had taken longer than usual to return to the house, and he appeared to be 
reluctant to be there.  This set Abel's resolve even firmer, for he was sure that a few more 
days eating of the fruit would mean that Cain would no longer return home at night.  He 
waited until Cain had appeared to be asleep for quite some time before silently grabbing 
his things and sneaking out of the house.
Setting off to the East, Abel realized that he would have to appease God for what 
he was about to do.  Even if the fruit had been gained through theft, it was still a part of 
the Garden.  He backtracked and followed the familiar path back to his land.  It was 
harder finding his way with the sun under the horizon, but he was familiar enough with 
the stars now to know how to use them to find the general direction of his land.  It was a 
much easier run at night, when the heat from the sun was not beating down on his 
shoulders.  Abel was thankful for little gifts such as that.
When he finally arrived at his little fence, he saw that his goats were all sleeping.  
Out of habit, he looked to see if his seeds had begun to grow, but as usual he saw nothing 
emerging from the earth.  He sighed.  For some reason, he felt inferior to Cain in this 
regard, even though he knew it was the seeds' divine nature that had led to their growing.  
Abel walked over to the gate and let himself in.  All of the animals woke up at the noise, 
and all of them stood to walk over to Abel.
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"I'm sorry, little ones, but I need to offer one of you as a sacrifice.  I know you 
cannot understand me, but this is a very important job.  You will always be remembered 
as a martyr for this."
Abel had decided to take the first goat that approached him when he entered the 
gate, fearing that it would be the one that had first come up to him to eat what was left of 
his fruit.  This goat held a special place in his heart, and he knew that it was more than 
likely that he would have to take its life tonight.  But it must be done; Abel knew that He 
must be appeased, and there was no other way to do it.
A few of the goats, sensing how tense Abel was, hesitantly walked towards him.  
As he had feared, however, it was the little goat with the unkempt hair that walked 
towards him without trepidation and nudged Abel's hand with its snout.  After rubbing 
against his leg, the goat walked over to the gate as if to tell Abel that it was alright, and 
that they should head out.
"You are brave, little one," said Abel, even though he didn't have any illusions 
that the goat was aware of what was going on.  "Come with me."
The gate was opened and the two set out to the East.  It was slower going that 
before, as the little goat could not keep up with his human companion.  It took them quite 
some time to even make it back to the house, but not long enough to make Abel worry 
that his brother would reach his land before he had done what he had to do.
After an arduous journey, though surprisingly with no problems from the goat 
traveling with him, Abel finally reached the hill from where he could first see his 
brother's trees.  More light from the moon seemed to shine down on them than the 
surrounding ground, and each of the leaves seemed to be lit up from within.  Abel drew 
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in a breath, seeing for the first time how beautiful they actually were.  There were a 
couple more trees than when Abel had been there earlier in the day, and all of the trees 
seemed spread out in a random pattern.  He was not sure what Cain's reasoning for this 
was, but it mattered little.
"Come, little one.  That is where we must go."  The goat looked up at him for a 
second before following him down the hill towards the small grove.
By the time that they had reached the trees, Abel realized that day was going to 
break soon.  He knew he would have to work quickly, and he began to collect kindling 
from the trees.  After gathering a few branches, he realized that it would be impossible to 
start a fire with these living branches; they were too wet with life.  He walked down to 
the stream and found a few limbs that would build a fire, but he feared it would not be 
enough to finish the task at hand.  He continued with his preparations anyway.
After a few minutes, he had gotten a spark going and a few of the branches were 
ablaze.  Abel carefully added more and more branches until he had a small fire going, but 
it was not enough to burn down all of the trees.  Abel thought he would be lucky to burn 
down one or two of them, and he had counted eleven while he was gathering the kindling.  
He realized that if this was going to work, he was going to have to curry God's favor.
"Little one, it is time.  Come over here by the fire, and we shall do what must be 
done."  The goat allowed itself to be walked over to the fire, and it quickly lay down next 
to the blaze.  The night was cold, and the goat appeared to appreciate the warmth.  Abel 
thought that he saw a small shimmer of understanding in the goat's eye.
A long blade crudely chipped from a large rock in his hand, Abel called upon the 
name of God as Adam had shown him to do when they made their small sacrifices of 
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fruit and grain in the past.  A tear fell from each of his eyes as he brought the blade down 
into the side of his little goat and fell on the handle of the blade.  It trickled down the side 
of the knife and entered the wound.
The little goat hardly made a sound or moved a muscle as the life drained out of 
it.  The tears were still welling in Abel's eyes, and he held the goat as he felt its life beat 
out of it.  When its heart had finally stopped, Abel threw the carcass onto the blaze and 
cleaned his knife on the sleeve of his tunic.  As he was looking at the knife to make sure 
it was clean, he felt a wave of heat wash over him.  He looked to see an impossibly large 
blaze breathing from the small pile of kindling he had gathered.  The body of the goat 
could not be seen at the base of the flame.
The fire climbed high into the air and lit two of the trees.  It spread quickly, much 
more quickly than Abel thought was possible.  He realized that God must be pleased with 
his sacrifice, or with his work, or both.  He was glad that the little goat's life had not been 
spent in vain.  A branch still had an unburned section sticking out of the flame, and Abel 
pulled it from the blaze.  He walked around to each of the trees that were not on fire and 
held the stick up amongst the leaves.  Each tree went ablaze much more easily than they 
should have, and Abel could feel the hand of God on the branch with his own.
Sweat was dripping from every part of his body as he stood in the middle of the 
huge blaze.  He realized that he was about to lose consciousness, so he quickly but 
carefully made his way over to the stream.  He submerged his whole body in the cool 
water and drank heartily from it.  Almost immediately he felt rejuvenated.  The fire was 
still going strong, and the heat was warming his exposed flesh, but the stream managed to 
keep him from getting too hot.
86
Abel watched as the trees slowly burnt to the ground, a pile of smoldering embers 
the only sign that they had ever existed.  As the last lick of flame burned itself out, the
sun began to rise.
 Cain had been disconcerted when he noticed that his brother had already left the 
house.  He was usually the first one to wake up, and his suspicions plagued him while he 
rushed to gather all of his things.  A few noises made in his hurry caused Adam and Eve 
to stir in their beds, but nothing woke the two of them up.
Cain quickly headed out of the door and started running as fast as he could to the 
East.  He kept trying to convince himself that his brother simply needed to do a lot of
work today on his own land, but the voice in the back of his head was screaming that 
something was wrong.  Already, the hunger pains were causing his stomach to clinch in 
pain.  His legs were burning and his mind was ablaze.  He needed to get to his grove!  He 
needed to eat the fruit!
The sun was rising as he reached the hill that would finally give Cain a view of 
his grove, but the only thing he saw against the horizon was the bright, fiery orb.  He 
screamed out at the top of his lungs without stopping.  As the sound that had escaped his 
lips echoed into the distance, Cain saw someone rise up out of the ashes that had been his 
precious trees.  He knew it must be Abel, and a seething hatred immediately boiled 
throughout his veins.  His heart beat against his chest and his feet beat against the ground.
The rest of the distance was covered faster than ever before as Cain was fueled by 
his anger.  He reached the ashes of his trees with vinegar flowing through his veins.  
Quickly falling to his knees, he dug his hands underneath the piles and searched for any 
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fruit that might remain.  There was nothing.
"Why, brother, why would you do this?"  Cain screamed through the tears.
"Brother, this fruit was not for us to eat.  It was locked away in the Garden.  It 
was wrong of you to steal it."
"You were wrong for burning it!  You have no idea what that fruit was.  It gave 
life!  It healed.  I have never felt better than while I was eating it.  And now you have 
killed it!  You have killed me!"  Cain's face was contorted in a way that conveyed both 
his anger and his pain.  He had never know such depths of despair.  The full force of his 
realization hit him all at once, and he sunk even lower to the ground.  He would never 
again feel the wonderful life flowing through him from the magnificent fruit.  He would 
go back to existing as his kin, feeling the effects of pain and aging.  He would be sore 
after a long day of running.  He hated Abel for what he had done.
"It has changed you, brother.  You are no longer yourself.  You no longer care for 
your family.  This is for the best."
The suggestion that Abel had destroyed the trees out of care and concern for him 
caused an evil look to come across Cain's face.  He turned to look up at his brother, who 
drew back when he saw what his brother looked like.  Slowly and deliberately he rose to 
his feet.  He took a step towards his brother, who was backing off slowly.  Abel did not 
know why, but he was suddenly afraid of his brother.  He didn't know what he could do, 
but the look on his face let Abel know that it wouldn't be good.
A look of fear crossing his brother's face, Cain stared even deeper into his eyes.  
He quickly glanced around, and his eyes fell onto the knife that was tucked into the waist 
of his brothers pants.  A huge grin crossed his face as he started to approach his brother 
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with even more speed.  Abel noticed his brother's eyes falling on his knife, and his 
stomach doubled up as he realized the thought that was crossing Cain's mind right now.  
He turned in abject horror and ran as fast as his legs would carry him, knowing that he 
did not stand a chance of escaping the much faster Cain.
Only a few seconds were needed for the elder brother to overcome the younger, 
and a diving tackle brought the two of them onto the ground with great force.  Abel hit 
the ground hard, but Cain managed to roll out of the tackle and pop onto his feet.  The 
knife was know held firmly in his hand, and already blood was dripping from a wound 
that had been carved into Abel's side where the weapon was previously held.
Quickly trying to rise to his feet and escape his brother, Abel fell back onto the 
ground as soon as he tried to support his weight on his injured leg.  Cain was upon him in 
seconds, and Abel did not even have a chance to scream before the first stroke of the 
knife caught him in the side of his throat.  Blood bubbled from his lips and was popped 
by a sickening gurgling sound.  It was drowned out, however, by the sound of the knife 
striking Abel over and over again, tearing into every inch of his flesh.  Cain felt out of 
control, stabbing violently and as fast as he could.
Abel had long been dead by the time Cain had finished with his grim work.  There 
seemed to be more blood on the elder brother than on the one that had been killed.  Cain 
stood and threw the bloody knife onto what was no longer recognizable as his brother.  
He noticed that there was a small streak of the knife that was not reddened, and he 
imagined that a drop of sweat must have fallen from his skin onto the knife while he was 
swinging it.
"There, brother.  Now we are even.  You have killed me, and now I have killed 
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you."  He said it with such a lack of emotion that, for a second, he wondered if Abel had 
been right about his not acting as himself.  Maybe the fruit had changed him.
Cain managed to convince himself that this wasn't true in his next breath, 
however.  He dragged his brother's body over to the ash that used to carry the fruit of life 
and concealed it under a large pile.  The work brought a horrible sweat and ache to his 
muscles that he hadn't felt in these past days.  He cursed the name of his brother and 
walked towards the stream.  He needed a drink, and he needed to cool down.  Cain drank 
deeply from the stream before jumping into the water.  He began to wash the blood from 
his body, but there was so much of it that it took quite some time.  Submerging himself in 
the water, Cain scrubbed what was left of his brother's blood from his face and hair.
Upon reemerging from underneath the surface of the stream, Cain immediately 
felt as if he were being watched.  He wheeled around quickly to see a beautiful face 
looking back at him.  The creature's skin was so smooth and pale.  Its clothing was 
draped on it, and despite flowing long behind the creature and dragging on the earth, it 
was still of the purest white.  It looked human in every way, except for its impossible 
beauty.  Cocking its head to one side, it wore a question on its face.  Cain drew in a sharp 
breath and quickly leapt out of the stream.
"Cain, it is I who Am.  Where is your brother?"
Despite the cool water still sheen on his body, Cain began to break into a sweat.  
He knew right away that he was found out, but he refused to admit to it.  After a few 
attempts at a reply, all he could get out was, "Am I my brother's keeper?"
The beautiful face looked down in disappointment.  "You used to be, Cain.  You 
used to watch out for your brother and make sure that he stayed safe.  Now look at what 
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you have done."
A slender and impossibly long arm pointed to where Abel had been buried.  The 
ash had been blown off by a strong wind that Cain had only now noticed.  The bloody sin 
lay exposed, and there was nowhere for him to hide.  There was no face that he could 
make, nothing he could say that would absolve him of what he had done.
"I gave you two a precious gift, Cain.  I gave your parents the same gift.  The gift 
of life.  It is the most precious thing that I have to give to you.  Your brother respected 
life.  His sacrifice to me was a necessary but an unwilling one.  He cried when he took 
the life of an animal.  You smiled as you took the life of your brother."
Cain opened his mouth to say something, to try and defend himself, but nothing 
would come out.
"You lusted after life, Cain.  You were greedy, and you refused to share life with 
anyone.  And now, you have stolen that sacred element from your brother.  There is no 
greater sin that you could have committed.  You have debased that which you should 
have held dearest.  You have killed the one whom you should have loved the most.  Do 
you know what must happen now?"
Tears began to fall from Cain's eyes.  Just yesterday he had tasted immortality, 
and now he was going to be struck down by God in punishment for his sins.  He sank to
his knees and hung his head in shame.  "I..."  Cain choked on his words and wretched a 
few times.  "...Yes"  He couldn't get anything else out.
"No, Cain.  Even now, with everything exposed to you, you do not see it.  I have 
told you that life is the most precious gift I can give, and once given I will not take it 
away.  I refuse to take your life, Cain.  I refuse to do to you what you have done to your 
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brother.  You will live a natural life, which is more than you deserve and yet less than 
you desire.  Come, follow me."
Cain trailed behind as the being glided across the earth towards his brother's body.  
Now that he had calmed down, the sight of the raw flesh and exposed bone made him 
wretch again.  He was held up by the aura of God, however, and managed to finish the 
short walk to his brother's side.
The knife rose from where it had been discarded and lay gently in the tender hand 
that was reaching out for it.
"Cain, come here."
Cain feared what was about to happen but found that he could not refuse the call.  
Without trepidation, though he was trying to slow his advance, the murderer walked over 
within arms length.  When Cain drew close enough, He reached out with the knife and 
turned it until the single streak where the stone was still exposed faced the human.
"This exposed stone represents the respect of life that your brother had.  This 
blood represents the contempt for life that you have."  With these words, He pressed the 
flat edge of the knife against Cain's neck and chest.  It felt cool and warm at the same 
time.  "You will carry that mark with you for the rest of your life, Cain.  All who see it 
will know what you have done, and you will not find peace with others.  Soon, you will 
not be able to find peace with yourself.  First, because you must accept your own 
mortality, and then because you must accept what you have done.  Go now, my child."
Dirt wafted into the air as the knife dropped out of the hand, and Cain noticed that 
the hand that held it was not stained with the blood.  The next second, Cain noticed that 
the hand was no longer there.  He walked over to the edge of the stream and leaned over 
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the edge, examining the mark that was etched into his skin.  He cupped his hands and 
splashed water on it, scrubbing vigorously at his skin.  Nothing happened.  He climbed 
off of the bank and looked first to the east, and then to the west.  The sun was just now 
arcing over the midpoint of the sky.  Cain took his first step towards the east.  Then his 
second.  
He stopped counting shortly afterwards, realizing that it would be a long time 
before he would be able to find rest.
Why is a Raven Like a Writing Desk?
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The smell was what woke him up, and, from the power of it, it might as well have 
been the thing that knocked him out in the first place.  There was a ringing in his ears and 
an ache in the back of his head.  He felt the regrettably familiar cracking of dried blood as 
he turned his neck.  Not wanting to know how badly he was injured, Nelson kept his 
hands to his side and refused to seek out the wound that he knew must be pretty bad.
He quickly slumped back down, his training taking hold of him again.  Since he 
wasn’t dead, and he could tell that he was propped up against a wall, he knew that 
someone had picked him up and brought him somewhere; since he didn’t know who it 
was, he had to assume it was someone who meant him harm.  His eyes opened slightly as 
he tried to take stock of his surroundings.  The sight of several rotting bodies quickly told 
him where the stench was coming from.  A few years ago, that sight and that smell would 
have made him retch, but he had seen too much of war to afford such a response 
anymore.
“If you are done pretending to still be unconscious…” a voice said from 
somewhere above Nelson, making him jump.  “That’s better.  Now, please stand up.  The 
wound on the back of your head is pretty bad, but not bad enough to cause you to be 
incapacitated in any way.  In that, you should consider yourself lucky, for if it was any 
worse you would already be dead.”
Nelson recognized the heavy accent as coming from somewhere out of Eastern 
Europe, which made sense as that was where he was currently deployed.  What didn’t 
make sense, however, was the reason that he was in a small, square room with two doors 
and too many corpses.  He craned his neck upwards and was met with excruciating pain.  
The pain, however, didn’t stop him from raising his gaze until he could see the man who 
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was speaking above him.
“Yes, Major Nelson, we have captured you.  We found you moaning and 
unconscious on the battlefield, but with a wound that wouldn’t interfere with what we’re 
going to be doing here.  As I said, you are a lucky man.  As for the inevitable question of 
who I am, you can simply call me ‘James’.  That is, of course, not my real name, but I 
figure that calling me a name that you are familiar with will put you more at ease.
"Now, you may be asking yourself 'What am I doing here?'  That is a very natural 
thing to be wondering, all things considered.  You are here for a type of an experiment.  
As you can see, you are not the first.  But do not worry!  There were others who have 
managed to escape from this room."
"What type of sick joke is this?  You can't do this.  I'm a prisoner of war.  I have 
certain rights!"
"Ah, but as far as your country knows, you died out in the fields.  There is no way 
for them to know that we have captured you unless we tell them this information.  So as 
you see, you really have no choice but to play along."
"You sick son of a..."
"Ah, ah.  Watch your language, Major Nelson.  After all, I'm giving you a chance 
to get out of here safe and sound!  In fact, if you do well, we'll even make sure to get you 
back to your home country sooner rather than later.  Now if you will just listen to me, I 
will explain the simplicity of what you are about to take part in."
Nelson wasn't happy about it, and he had no plans of taking part in this game, but 
he didn't see any other option than to hear this James out, for now.  He slumped back 
against the wall and sank to the ground, one leg outstretched and the other with its knee 
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against his chest.
"An act of defiance.  You are a strong-willed one, Major Nelson.  That will help 
you in the upcoming task."
Nelson didn't look back up at the voice but instead started picking at the grime 
underneath his fingernails.  "Get on with what you have to say, James" he said, in his 
mind mockingly.
"Very well.  It is very simple.  The door to your left has the word 'No' written on 
it.  The door to your right has the word 'Yes' written on it.  One of those answers is the 
correct one, and the other, obviously is incorrect.  When I am done explaining the 
situation to you, I will ask you a simple riddle, and you will be left alone to decide which 
door to walk through.  You will be given no food or water until you make your decision, 
and then only if you make the right one.  The right answer, Major Nelson, will lead to 
your freedom.  Immediate freedom.  We will report you as a POW and arrange for your 
transport back home as..." James paused as he searched for the right word, "...gratitude, 
for your involvement here today."
"And if I make the wrong decision?"  Nelson was cleaning out his thumbnail as 
he asked this.
"If you make the wrong decision, and, Major Nelson, I sincerely hope that you do 
not make the wrong decision, you will be taken to one of our 'interrogators'."  James said 
this with the stress on the third syllable and then drew in a deep breath.  "As you are 
aware, they are quite good at what they do.  They will extract what knowledge they can 
from you, in as painful a manner as possible, and leave you to die when they are 
finished."
96
"So all I have to do is pick the right door and I'm free?  I've got a 50-50 shot of 
walking out of this room in the next five minutes and being home in time for roast beef?"  
Nelson had looked up from his fingernails at this point to try and see if he could read any 
hint of deception on the face of James.
"I told you it was simple, Major Nelson.  I am a man of my word.  If you choose 
the right doorway, then you will be home before you know it."
"Alright, James.  Ask away."  Nelson planted his hands against the wall and 
pushed himself back up onto his feet.  "I've told my fair share of riddles in my time."
"If you are ready, Major Nelson.  Remember, the answer is either yes or no, and 
you have as much time as you need."
"So what's the question?" repeated Nelson, adrenaline already driving the pain of 
the head injury out of his mind.
"Is the answer to this questions 'no?'" asked James, before turning his back on 
Major Nelson and walking out of sight.
After a few seconds of thinking about the question, the answer dawned on Major 
Nelson.  A look of anger crossed his face and he shouted at the empty overhand above.
"Hey, wait a minute!  That's a trick question.  Both 'yes' and 'no' are wrong 
answers to that question.  Come back here!  This isn't fair.  Hey!  Where did you go?"
James appeared again above Major Nelson.  "You have a problem with our 
arrangement?  You seemed all to eager to begin a minute ago."
"That was before I knew this game was rigged!" rebutted Nelson.  "That question 
can't be answered.  No matter what I say, I'm wrong."
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"Is that so?" queried James.
"Yea, it is so."
"Are you so sure about that?  Maybe there is a trick to the riddle that you are not 
thinking about.  After all, most riddles do feature some sort of a catch to them.  Maybe a 
word that has two meanings, or a place where my inflection or emphasis changes 
something?  Maybe a possibility that you haven't thought of?  Or maybe you are correct, 
and there is no answer for you.  Either way, you are faced with two doors, and two 
different outcomes.  This is the game that you are a part of, and that is the decision that 
you must reach.  I would advise you, however, to think closely about the riddle before 
you decide it doesn't have an answer.  You may just find one where you least expect it."
Nelson sat there thinking about this, a mix of anger and confusion on his face.
"Now if you don't have anything else to say, I'll leave you to make your choice.  
You can let me know when you make your choice by just saying so.  The ears have walls, 
as I believe you Americans say."
Major Nelson slumped back against the floor, defeated.  He started pouring over 
every syllable of the riddle, wondering if there was anything he was missing.  There had 
to be.  There had to be!  The battle going on in his head was obvious to James, who was 
secretly observing him from above.
"So far, he's going through the normal range of emotions.  Nothing remarkable 
about him.  Anger, confusion, and second-guessing.  It looks as if he's still struggling to 
find an answer to the riddle," remarked James to a smaller man in a well-pressed suit, 
sitting at a desk on the other side of the alcove.  "This is your first one, am I correct?"
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"Yes, sir.  I was just assigned to your lab, but I was not told what to expect.  I'm 
still not quite sure what to..."
"Neither am I, Mr....?"
"Stanislav, sir.  You can call me Stas."
"Neither am I, Mr. Stanislav.  Each subject reacts differently to this stimulus.  
Most go through the same initial stages that we're experiencing here.  They show anger or 
confusion.  Some of the weaker ones cry, some of the more anger-prone beat their fists 
against the walls.  I've seen a few men try and climb up here, all the while shouting 
profanities at me and telling me exactly what they are going to do when they finally get 
their hands on me.  Some of the dumber ones assume they know the answer right away 
and walk right through a door.  Some of the more intelligent ones think over every aspect 
of the riddle until they find a small logical hole they can fit an answer into, and follow the 
dumb ones through the looking glass.  These are the minority, however."
"What happens to them?" asked Stas.
"Exactly what I promise, Mr. Stanislav.  They are reported as POWs and returned 
to their country with all haste, in exchange for some of our own captured men.  It 
wouldn't be proper of me to lie even to the enemy.  I am, after all, a man of science."
"And the ones who pick the wrong door are, then, tortured?"
"My dear Mr. Stanislav, you miss the point!  There is no wrong door.  I am 
simply testing to see which threats are great enough to cause a reasonable man enough 
hesitation to fall to thirst before he can make a decision!  As long as a man picks either 
door, he is released.  We are, after all, a civilized nation."
"So then why is the room littered with corpses, sir?"
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"Those men are the ones who refused to make a decision.  It might be that their 
sense of dignity would not allow them to partake in such a gamble with their own lives, 
or the lives of their compatriots, depending on the threat that I have chosen for the day.  
Most, however, die agonizing over which door will lead them to freedom.  Some 
succumb to their thirst crawling back and forth between the two doors, while others 
simply sit in the middle, staring at each door in turn, until their heads slump and their life 
drains out of them.  It's been a most decidedly unexpected result of my experiment that 
this last group actually makes up the vast majority.  As soon as someone is given a 
decision that could lead to their own death, or the death of their friends, especially if 
torture is mentioned, the majority apparently would rather passively cause their own 
deaths than actively do something to cause it."
"That's quite fascinating, sir.  What do you think is going to happen with Major 
Nelson?"
"This isn't a race track, Mr. Stanislav.  This is an experiment.  I do not place bets, 
I only record results.  I learned a long time ago, however, that if there is one thing that is 
utterly unpredictable, it is the reaction of any given man.  We'll just have to wait and 
see."
"Uh, sir?  Major Nelson appears to have, uh, stopped moving."
"He has died?"
"No, but he's stopped pacing circles around the room, and now he's half collapsed 
in the middle.  I don't think he's going to be getting back up."
"After only one day?  He must have lost more blood than I had thought when I
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"Shouldn't we... I mean, don't we have a duty to go help him, sir?"
"He's been given a chance, Mr. Stanislav.  All he has to do is make a decision and 
he can go on living.  That is all he has to do."
Blood and Wine
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The bottle had shattered when she had fallen the night before, but the neck still 
rested in her hand.  The sharp edges had cut into her palm; the blood that trickled from 
her hand flowed through the stem of the carafe and slowly fell from the brim.  The end of 
an unlit cigarette sat , lipstick smeared halfway up its shaft.  A book of matches, empty, 
sat in the middle of burned up matchsticks, fallen soldiers of a lost battle.  A shard of 
glass sitting on the edge of the table caught a ray of the afternoon sun.  The light was 
shifted by the fragment of the bottle and shone on her forehead.  The ray of light danced 
across her skin, flickering between a cross, a star, and a dot.  Sometimes it appeared as if 
a little sea of light was crashing waves against the furrows that seemed permanently 
imprinted on her brow.
This world was shattered by the slamming of a door, somewhere out of view of 
the semi-conscious woman.  She jumped slightly, dropping the remains of her addiction 
onto the floor.  It held on for a second, kept up by the blood that had dried between her 
palm and the glass, before gravity asserted itself.  The shard of glass on the table rotated 
slightly, casting the ray of light onto her eyelid.  While still a perfectly good place to rest 
as far as the light was concerned, the lady decided that it was not, and she squinted.  Her 
brow seemed to furrow an impossible amount.
“Mom, dammit!  I just got home from school.  You’re not up yet?”  Jason stood in 
the opening between the foyer that held the front door and the room that he found his 
mom in.  “It’s almost 3:30.  You can’t keep doing this!”
She mumbled something and tried to stand up, but got lost somewhere along the 
way and found herself on the floor again.  As far as she was concerned, that was a 
perfectly good place to be.  Her son, however, decided that it was not.  He walked over to 
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her and roughly grabbed her arm above the elbow.  The roughness of his grip was 
matched by the tenderness with which he lifted her up onto the couch.
“I’ll get you some OJ.  You want anything to eat, Mom?”
“Some…” she paused.  “Uh, some toast, I think.  Yea, some toast.”  She wasn’t 
quite sure of herself, but she figured that toast would be the lesser of all other evils.  Her 
head was pounding, and she could still see the light in her eye when she finally decided to 
squint.  The opening of her eyes was met by the full force of the sun’s light, and she let 
out a small cry.
Jason peeked into the room, twisting open the loaf of bread.  “You OK, Mom?”  
There was genuine concern in his voice, without the subtle trace of anything else.
“Yea.  It’s just bright out.  When did it start to get so bright so early?”
“I told you, Mom.  It’s almost 3:30.  You want your toast toasted or burnt?”
“Burnt.  With some of the raspberry stuff on it.”
“Alright, Mom.  I’ll be right out.  Just lie down for a few.”
He tossed two slices of bread into the toaster and set it as high as it would go.  He 
tugged open the door of the fridge and basked in the cool air that fell around him.  The 
orange juice was almost empty, so he poured a little more than half a glass from what was 
left.  He threw out the bottle, knowing how much his mom hated the pulp.  He could care 
less either way, but, then again, he didn’t like orange juice to begin with.
“Here you go, Mom.  Drink this.  I’ll get you some water and your toast will be 
done in a few.  How you feeling?”
“Mmmph,” she let out, along with a little of the orange juice that was in her 
mouth.  It dripped down her chin, and she was a second behind it in her attempt to catch 
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it before it splashed down on her leg.  “Head hurts.  Kinda wanna vomit.  How was 
school?”
Jason thought back to a half hour ago...
“Yo, Jason.  We’re all headed to McDonald’s after school.  I think we’re gonna 
grab something to eat and then head over to the park, you know, throw around for a little 
while.  You in?”
“Nah, man.  I gotta get home.  Got some family stuff I have to take care of.  You 
know how it is.”  Jason had used that excuse so often that it was permanently engraved 
on his tongue’s memory.  In fact, his friend Tom, called him out on it.
“Man, that’s what you always say.  Whatever.”
Jason turned around and started to walk towards his bike.  They’d forgive him.  
He’d make it up to the guys sometime later in the week.  He always did.  That’s why he 
was such a good friend, as anyone would tell you.  No matter how many times he let you 
down, he’d work twice as hard to make it up to you in some thoughtful and extremely 
personal way.  Like the time that he had missed Tom’s birthday party only to track down 
a copy of New X-Men number one with Magneto on the cover, the only one Tom needed 
to complete his collection.  Tom knew it had taken a lot of time to track it down, and an 
even longer time to earn the money he must have spent on it.  Those were the moments 
when you got to see what type of a friend Jason was.
But now, he was walking around the corner of the school to the bike rack.  He 
pulled the rusted and bent key out of his pocket, no longer amazed that it still worked.  It 
seemed anything would open the lock that kept his bike safe for him.
He was right.  The lock lay on the ground where his bike used to be.  He cursed, 
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thinking that this was the third time this month that someone had stolen his bike.  He 
didn’t have enough money to buy another rusted out heap of junk from a garage sale 
somewhere.  He’d have to walk.
The long way home took him about 20 minutes to walk.  It took him through the 
bad part of town, or rather the worse part of town.  There weren’t many good places left, 
anymore.  Stolen bikes were as common as drugs were on the streets around Jason’s 
school; people joked that you weren’t buying a bike, you were renting it.  Everyone 
brought one to the party, and everyone shared.  Except Jason.  He wouldn’t compromise 
himself to make his life easier.  He may not have much, but he still had that.
He walked up the walk to the front of his and his mom’s one story, broken down 
piece of the American Dream.  It was a prime candidate for one of those house makeover 
shows, if TLC had the guts to bring its crew into a town like this one.  They didn’t.
The sound of the toaster ‘ding‘-ing brought him out of his reverie.
“I’ll go get your toast, Mom,” he replied in answer to her question.  It was the best 
answer he could come up with.  Anyway, she was more focused on not focusing on her 
headache to notice that he didn’t tell her about his day.
Jason reached above the toaster and pulled out a paper plate.  He opened the 
toaster and reached in to grab the toast, burning his hand on the metal grill.
“God dammit!” he shouted, quickly pulling his finger to his mouth.  The toast slid 
out of the toaster enough for him to grab an edge without risking further burning.  He 
used a knife to pull out the other slice and grabbed the raspberry jelly from the 
refrigerator.  He had to take his burned finger out of his mouth to open the jelly and 
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spread it over the toast.  He grabbed another cup and poured some water into it, bringing 
everything out to his Mom.
“My special recipe.  And you need to drink this.”  He traded the cup of water and 
toast for her OJ cup, and he brought it back into the kitchen to wash in the sink.  When he 
got back into the other room, his mom was asleep (or pretending to be) on the couch, 
curled up.  He moved the cup and toast onto the middle of the table so that it wouldn’t get 
accidentally knocked off and went to his room.
His math homework was neatly tucked back into his schoolbag and his English 
assignment was sprawled across his bed by the time his mom came into his room.  He 
hadn’t heard her get up, but, then again, he did have his stereo up pretty loud.  She 
walked into his room with a toothbrush hanging out of her mouth and a single shoulder 
strap resting on her right shoulder.
“Ah goi ow whonigh,” she mumbled as a gob of foamy spit dropped from her 
mouth.  She reached out with the hand not on the toothbrush to catch it, but her reaction 
time was a little too slow and it fell onto the floor.
“Couldn’t understand you, mom,” Jason replied, looking up from his work for the 
first time.  He saw the slightly wrinkled dress and knew that it had something to do with 
going out.  “Aww, mom!  Come on.  It’s Wednesday night, and you went out last night.  
Don’t you think you should take it easy?”
She leaned from his room into the adjacent bathroom and spit into the toilet.
“Jason, we’ve had this discussion before.  I’m having fun.  You’ll understand 
when you’re older.”  The toilet flushed and Jason could hear the sound of the toothbrush 
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being thrown into the linoleum sink.  “Have all of your work done?”
“Almost, mom.  As soon as I finish up this English assignment I’m done for the 
night.  You make anything for dinner?”
“There’s some Mac ‘n Cheese in the cupboard; you can make that.  It’s the white 
cheddar.  I know that’s your favorite.”  She slipped her arm into the other strap as she 
said this, and fingered through her purse looking for something.  “I love you.  Bye.”
“Bye, mom.  Love you, too.  Be safe.”  Jason’s response was much more heart-
felt than what his mom said.  He heard the door slam a few moments later right before the 
screeching of tires in the driveway.  He closed his eyes and tried not to wonder if it was 
his mom driving, or if someone had come by to pick her up.  Either way, he was worried.
He worked on the English for another half hour before finishing the assignment.  
He tucked the worksheet behind his math homework and went into the kitchen to make 
his dinner.  All of the pots were dirty so he had to wash one, and a quick smell told him 
that the milk was probably on its last good day.  He cooked the macaroni and added the 
milk, cheese powder, and butter.  It tasted great.
The Mac ‘n Cheese kept him company while he watched some TV.  Anything to 
distract him from worrying about his mom, he told himself.  When he was done eating, 
he started to read a book to the sound of the TV in the background.  This was the only 
way that he could drown out the voice in the back of his head that constantly told him 
something bad was going to happen, and it was going to happen sooner rather than later.
After waking up for the second time to the sound of an explosion on the 
television, Jason decided that it was time for him to go to bed.  It was almost two in the 
morning, and he assumed his mom wasn’t home yet.  He checked her room anyway.
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His bed was warm and welcoming when he fell into it.  The voice kept telling him 
that he should be worried, but he drowned it out with a need for sleep and the thought 
that he had to wake up for school in six hours.  The last thing he thought of before going 
to sleep was that the Mac n’ Cheese that he cooked wasn’t the white cheddar kind.
He awoke with a start, hearing a tiny whisper of “I told you so” in the back of his 
head.  He looked at the clock and saw that it was only quarter past four.
“I’m not late for school…” he said, to no one in particular.  He swung his legs 
over the side of the bed and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.  “Shit, forgot to take my 
contacts out.”  His face contorted as his eyes tried to alleviate the pain and distortion of 
his vision.  The one in his left eye fell out mid-wink.  Not caring anymore, he fished the 
other one out and threw it on his nightstand, on top of his alarm clock.  That’s when he 
heard the creaking and the banging.
He stood up quickly, getting caught in his covers as he reached for the doorknob.  
He fell to one knee and scraped his hand on the rough particle board that made up his 
door.  An ‘ow’ escaped his lips before he shook his hand and stood up again.  He reached 
out with his other hand and opened the door, only to be met with a burst of heat.
“Shit!” he shouted.  “Mom?  MOM!  Mom, where are you?”  He turned the corner 
and looked into her room, but there was no one in there.  “Mom, please, where are you?”  
He choked on the thick smoke coming from the TV room and fell onto his hands and 
knees.  He crawled to the front door and found it to be wide open.  He looked outside and 
saw his mom half-undressed and passed out in the arms of a stranger.  He was slowly 
placing her on the ground when Jason shouted out, “Who the fuck are you?”
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Upon hearing that, the man dropped Jason’s mom and began to run as fast as he 
could in a wobbly line away from the house.  Jason got back up on his two feet and began 
to give chase; he would have caught him eventually, too, if he hadn’t stopped, realizing 
that he needed to go help his mom.
Running faster than he had been before, feet beginning to get cold and raw, Jason 
returned to his mom’s side and felt her wrist for a pulse.  He could hear sirens 
approaching in the distance, and started murmuring, “It’s all going to be OK,” to his 
semi-conscious mother.  “It’s all going to be OK,” he repeated to himself.
“I told you so,” the voice in his head responded to him.
Two weeks and a court-mandated drug treatment program later, and Jason was 
without a home or a family.  The court decided that it would be better for him to live with 
his closest relatives, so he salvaged what he could from the ruins of his house and packed 
them in a duffel bag.  He went down to the bus station and bought a ticket to the town 
where the court had found his estranged aunt.
The hard, plastic seat of the terminal dug into each of his shoulder blades and left 
him continually shifting to find a comfortable position that, most likely, did not exist.  He 
had been sitting for so long that he began to lose feeling in more than one place, but he 
didn't have anywhere else to wait.  He didn't want to go to any of his friends' houses and 
admit to them what most of them had probably known all along.  It'd be even worse if 
they didn't, because then he'd have to explain it to him.
Jason looked up at the automated board of arrivals and departures.  His bus wasn't 
scheduled to arrive for another forty minutes or so, and he wasn't expecting it until at 
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least fifteen minutes after that.  A sharp pain stabbed at the lower part of his back, and he 
quickly moved to alleviate the pain.  "At least the bus seats are padded," he thought to 
himself, rubbing his muscle awkwardly.  He stood up and stretched his legs out, trying to 
regain the feeling in his feet.  The pins and needles tickled and burned, causing him to 
stand still until the sensation had passed.  He turned back to his seat and saw that a little 
kid had taken residence.  He grabbed his bag and walked to another open chair, 
wondering why the kid couldn't have sat down there instead.
"Bus twenty-six is now boarding.  Twenty-six to Springfield is now boarding.  
Gate five.  Please, board promptly, as the bus will be leaving in ten minutes.  Again, 
that's bus twenty-six to Springfield now boarding at gate five."
Jason listened idly to the announcer and looked lazily at his ticket.  Bus thirteen, 
boarding at gate eleven.  He looked back up at the board and saw his bus listed as 'On 
time'.  Bus twenty-six was also listed as on time, yet it was scheduled to leave half an 
hour ago.  Jason sighed, and waved his ticket back and forth a few times before setting it 
back in the side pouch of his duffel bag.
"Jason?" a deep voice questioned behind him.  "Jason Grossman?"
Jason turned at the mention of his name, wondering who could possibly be 
looking for him, and how they could ever find him.  He saw a man, in his forties, maybe 
his early fifties - it was hard to tell, as the man appeared to take meticulous care of 
himself.  His hair was graying at the sides, but in the way that was becoming quite 
stylish.  It was a strong silver where it was losing its color, but a deep black on top, and 
combed very rigidly into place.  He had a picture in his hand that he was holding up next 
to Jason's face and was looking into it with amazingly gentle eyes when one considered 
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the strong features of his face.  A solid jaw-line protruded from a muscular neck, which 
caused the man's tie to fall a little higher against his shirt than most.  He was obviously in 
great shape, and when he realized that the young man he was looking at really was Jason, 
he extended a powerful hand out.
Jason stood up slowly and shook the man's hand.  The grip that he was met with 
was exactly what Jason was expecting, enfolding his own and overpowering him.  "Yea, 
I'm Jason.  Uhm, sir."
"No need for that!" the man laughed.  "I'm your uncle Jack.  Your aunt Cindy sent 
me over to pick you up.  She figured there was no use in having you drive all the way out 
to us in some stuffy bus, and it would give you a chance to meet a member of the family 
before you move in.  It'll be good for you, not so awkward.  We're all looking forward to 
meeting you!  You have no idea how happy Cindy was to hear that she'd finally be able 
to see you again.  Why, she hasn't seen you since you were a little baby!  Is that your 
bag?"
Uncle Jack reached over to the bag that had been sitting between Jason's feet 
when he had first approached him and effortlessly lifted it over a shoulder.  "Yes, sir.  I 
mean, Uncle Jack."
"Jack's fine.  Or Uncle Jack!  Doesn't matter to me.  Whatever you prefer.  You 
like Jason, or Jay, anything else?"
"Most people call me Jason, at least my friends do."
Laughing, Jack replied, "Alright then, Jason.  I'm parked right outside.  Hungry?  
We can grab something on the way home."
"That sounds good, Mr.,...uh, Uncle Jack."
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"Alright, then."  Uncle Jack turned and led Jason out to the car with that.  Jason 
followed him, walking quickly to keep up with the large man's huge gait.  He smiled for a 
second, thinking about how he could not have pictured a better uncle, and then stopped 
smiling when he thought about how this man had referred to it as going home.
The conversation on the ride home was awkward, but only seemingly for Jason.  
He sat and thought about how his new 'Uncle' Jack seemed to have no problem talking to 
him after knowing him for only an hour or so.  Jason, on the other hand, could hardly 
mumble more than a 'yea' or 'not really' to anything Uncle Jack said.  Occasionally, 
neither of those responses would work and he threw in a 'uh huh' or 'oh,' but to his credit, 
Uncle Jack rarely asked him anything that required more than a single word for an 
answer.
"So, Jason, you have any close friends back at home?"
"Yea, a few."
"Well, I'm sure you'll have no problems fitting in at your new school.  Your 
cousin, Sally, will show you around."
"Cousin?"  This was the first that Jason had heard of it.  When he thought about it, 
he didn't know much about where he was going to live besides it was with his aunt 
Cindy, whom his mother hadn't talked with in over ten years for some unknown reason, 
and now that he had an Uncle Jack and a cousin.  He knew they lived in a much better 
area than he, and that they must have some money to be taking him in, but he was more 
concerned about what they would be like than their finances.
"They didn't tell you?  Wow, I would have thought that they would have 
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mentioned something to you when they were making the arrangements.  And I could 
have sworn that Cindy would have mentioned it.  But then again, I guess she was just so 
excited to be talking to you.  Maybe she didn't want to overwhelm you.  Well, whatever 
the case, you have a cousin, Sally, who's a year older than you and thrilled she's finally 
going to have a little brother.  Just take her with a grain of salt.  We're all tried every once 
in awhile by her, uh..." Uncle Jack trailed off, searching for the right word that would 
both convey what he meant and not slight his daughter.  "Peppiness.  Especially in the 
morning.  Before work. Or school"
Jason continued to stare out the window, contemplating this new piece of 
information.  He had never wanted a sibling, at least not for a very long time.  
Remembering his childhood, thoughts of wishing for a younger brother to play with or 
sister to take care of seemed to pull at the foggy corners of his mind.  But that had all 
changed when he started to realize that he was more or less running his house.  He had 
his mom to take care of, almost every day, and he had to worry about paying the bills and 
all of his schoolwork.  His mom had worked at odd jobs to keep them in the house, but he 
had to take her paychecks from her and make sure that the money got where it needed to 
go.  He hadn't wanted to add to all of that with a sibling for a long time, nor did he want 
anyone else to have to worry about all the things that he did.  But now, now that he didn't 
have to worry about any of those things, the thought of an older 'sister' brought a little 
smile to his face.
"Well, Jason, we're here!"  Uncle Jack threw the blinker on and turned into a 
gated driveway.  Jason realized, looking up at his new home, that he had been staring at 
the sidewalk for the past few miles and hadn't noticed the opulence of his new 
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surroundings.  The house that stretched out on the massive property was, when compared 
to his old home, a palace.  Beautiful pillars guarded the front door, and he would have 
been comfortable sharing the garage with his mother.  Trees dotted the yard, surrounded 
by mounds of mulch that were more for show than for any practical reason.  The bushes 
that lined the house were trimmed meticulously, without a single stray branch jutting 
from their uniform boxiness.  A few bushes grew taller than the rest, but these were 
spaced evenly throughout the others and never obscured the view from a window.  It 
created an interesting pattern that was obviously planned out before the landscaping had 
been started.  Beautiful green light glistened off of the freshly mowed grass, and Jason 
doubted that any fence could yield a yard on the other side that looked more perfect than 
the one he was looking out upon.  Cobblestones made up the driveway, slightly shaking 
the car as it drove across them, but in a very pleasant way, almost like sitting in a 
massage chair at one of those trendy stores in the mall.
The house seemed to stretch on forever to Jason, and he imagined that it would 
not even fit on the small lot that he had been comfortable on for most of his life.  He 
thought about the time when he was younger, when he won a goldfish at the county fair.  
He had brought it home and used his allowance to buy a fishbowl and a small castle and 
two weeks worth of fish food.  Jason being Jason, even at that early age, rode his bike 
down to the library and read everything he could about goldfish.  The most interesting 
thing he had learned, and probably, he thought, the only thing he still remembered, was 
that a goldfish would grow to fit into any container that it was kept in.  Right now, he felt 
like that goldfish, and wondered how big he was capable of growing.
Uncle Jack reached above his seat and hit a button, causing one of the three 
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garage doors to open.  As they drove through the portal, Jason noticed a fenced-off pool 
in the backyard, replete with stone landscaping, waterfalls, and the type of slide you only 
see at water parks and those camps for kids who always seem to have nicer things than 
you.  It disappeared behind the wall, and the car came to a slow stop.  The sound of the 
engine shut off and was replaced by the gentle hum of the garage door closing 
automatically behind them.
"So, what do you think so far, Jason?  Think you could get used to the new place?  
After all, you're family.  We don't want you thinking of yourself as a guest in our house.  
This is your house, for as long as you need it."
Still awestruck by the everything, Jason nodded his head in the affirmative, which 
seemed to bring an impossibly big smile to Uncle Jack's face.
"Good.  Welcome home, Jason, at least for now.  Time to go meet the rest of the 
family."
A scream hit him as he opened the door, but not the type that you hear escape 
from the mouths of twenty-somethings playing teenagers in slasher films.  This was the 
type of excited, high-pitched scream that could only be reached by women in their thirties 
when they ran into an old friend whom they had not seen for years.
"Oh my God, Jason!  You've grown up so much.  But of course you have!  I 
haven't seen you since you were in diapers!  We have so much catching up to do.  We're 
so glad to have you!  I haven't been able to sit down all day!  I've been cleaning and 
getting your room ready and baking and - oh, do you want a piece of apple pie?  It should 
be cool enough by now."
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Aunt Cindy reminded him very much of his mother, right down to the high 
cheekbones that he had inherited from her.  Her face, however, wasn't plagued by bags 
under her eyes and a slight paleness that no amount of makeup ever seems to cover.  She 
had long, blonde feathered hair, obviously dyed and styled in a small boutique that cost 
more than Jason could reasonably imagine a haircut should.  She was in great shape, but 
she also had a gentle softness to her skin that only those who have lived a good life 
managed to cultivate.  She was one of those beautiful women who spent the time to make 
themselves look perfect, without making it look like they made that effort.
As Cindy turned to take a cooling pie off of the windowsill and turned to get a 
plate, Uncle Jack bent down and whispered into Jason's ear, "And remember, I said your 
cousin was the peppy one."
Jason turned to look up at the big man, and realized that the smile he saw was 
reflected on his own face.  He let himself be guided by Uncle Jack's hand to a seat at a 
small island and took the fork that was pulled out of a drawer on the other side.
"Cindy's pies are famous around here.  She always bakes them for the school bake 
sale, and they always bring in the most money.  Consider yourself lucky; she doesn't bake 
them for just anyone.  And I have a feeling she's going to make this one 'hands off' for 
anyone but you."  Jack said all this with a hint of laughter in the back of his voice.
Cindy turned from cutting the pie to give him a look that conveyed love behind 
the rebuke at his mocking.  "Well, it is his pie, Jack.  He's never had one of my pies, and 
you've had me baking them for you since we started dating.  I think you can give up a 
few pieces to even the score a bit."
Jason tentatively opened his mouth, hoping that he wouldn't offend these people.  
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"If you don't mind, Aunt Cindy, I think I'd enjoy it better if you two would sit down and 
eat a piece with me."
"Oh, of course not, dear!  Of course, you may regret giving up two pieces after 
you taste it."  Her and Jack shared the look of two adults impressed with something that 
their child has just done.  Jason hadn't seen that look in a long time, and it made him 
smile.
Uncle Jack chimed in, "In a car for an hour, and I can hardly get a 'yea' or 'no' out 
of you, and as soon as pie is mentioned, you open up.  I guess I should have brought one 
with me!"
"Oh, no, sorry, I was just, uhm, distracted...in the car," Jason tried defending 
himself, for some reason extremely worried that he had offended Uncle Jack.
"I'm just teasing you, Jason.  Here, enjoy."  He grabbed the plate with the pie on it 
from his wife and slid it across the island to Jason.  Grabbing his own piece, he added, "I 
know I will."  A huge fork full of pie entered the smile that was playing at his lips.
"So how is it?" Aunt Cindy asked before Jason could finish chewing his first bite.  
After a few of what should have been awkward moments of silence, Jason decided to nod 
his head.
"It's delicious.  I do regret giving that piece to Uncle Jack."  Jason hoped they 
would laugh at this, and held his own laughter until he heard Uncle Jack boom out.
"I do believe we have a comedian on our hands, Cin.  And don't worry, Jason, she 
cooks these things for us almost every day.  Just wait until you taste her blueberry pie.  
It's to die for."
As he said this, the sound of a door slamming closed could be heard in the 
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background.  Jason reflected that if he had been back at his old home, the squeaking of 
the door opening would have given the visitor away.
A high voice trilled in from the other room.  "Is he here yet?  Is Daddy home?"
"Sally, yes, he's here!  Come on in!"  Aunt Cindy bent around the corner to see 
her daughter, and abruptly jumped back.  Jason turned just in time to see his cousin 
launch herself into the air at him.
"Oh my God!  I've always heard about you, and I always wanted to meet you!  
We're gonna be best friends, and we're gonna have a great time.  I can't wait to show you 
off to all of my friends!  Oh, you're cute, too!  My friends are going to love you.  Come 
on, let's go up to my room and I can tell you all about the school you're going to be going 
to and what we do for fun around here and everything..."
"Don't scare the kid, honey bee," Uncle Jack warned her.  "He's had a long day.  
How about we get him set up in his room, and when he gets settled down you two can 
talk about all of that stuff."
"Alright, but can I take him up to his room?  Please?"  Sally gave her dad the look 
that all daughters have practiced when growing up, that works well after they have 
already grown up.
"I'll go up with you, Sal.  I still have a few things to tidy up in there and we can 
help him unpack."
Aunt Cindy grabbed Jason's bag and started to head upstairs with her daughter.  
Jason looked back quickly and Uncle Jack, who pointed up the stairs with his fork and 
said, "You better not keep them waiting.  I'll be out back if you need a break from those 
two."  He lifted another bite of apple pie into his smile.
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A ten-foot high ceiling was the smallest thing about Jason's new room.  The giant 
bay window gave him a great view of the backyard, as well as the rest of the 
neighborhood that sat below the hill his new house sat upon.  The perfectly laid out 
community was made out of houses all obviously designed by the same person, but with 
enough unique features to make everyone's place their own.  Jason couldn't believe that 
there were this many people who could afford such magnificent places.
After his aunt had finished putting all of the finishing touches on the room that 
had already looked perfect to him when he walked in, Jason filled two of the drawers in 
his dresser with all of his clothes, leaving the closet empty.
"That's all you have, Jason?"  Sally asked.
"Sally, honestly.  You know it's not polite to ask questions like that!  We'll go 
shopping over the weekend, Jason.  Until then, you can wear some of Jack's stuff."
"Oh, no, I'm fine with what I have, Aunt Cindy.  And I doubt I'll fit into any of 
Uncle Jack's things."
"Nonsense, we're going to have to get you at least a few things for school.  Hmm, 
but you're probably right about Jack's things.  Alright, well, we'll figure all of that out 
later.  I'll leave you two alone to talk, but dinner's in an hour, and I'm looking forward to 
catching up with you!"
"Alright, Mom!  We'll be down, I promise!"
As her mom left, Sally turned to Jason and quickly started in, "My mom is the 
best cook in the world!  I hope she's making some of her pasta tonight!  I asked her to, I 
said, 'Mom, it's Jason's first night here, and you know how I love your pasta, and I'm sure 
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he'll love it to.  You have to cook it!' and she said that she'd think about it.  She makes the 
pasta and the sauce herself!"
"Really?  It sounds delicious."  Jason, excited by his cousin's excitement, didn't 
know quite how to handle the peppiness.
"Oh, it is!  But anyway, tell me about yourself!  What do you like to do?"
"Well, mostly me and my friends just hung around.  You know, play some ball at 
the park.  Ride around town.  Have parties.  Stuff like that."
"Oh, sounds like what we do here!  You'll fit right in!  I can't wait for you to meet 
all of my friends.  I've always wanted a little brother!"
Downstairs, Jack was eating his pie as Cindy prepared dinner.
"So, what do you think of the boy?" asked Uncle Jack.
"I can't believe how mature he is, knowing my sister.  Maybe she's changed a bit 
since we stopped talking."
"I doubt that, Cin.  After all, she almost burned the house down and is currently 
going through a rehab program.  No, I think that the boy's maturity comes from him 
being in charge of that house."
"You're probably right, Jack.  I wish that this wasn't what it took to bring our 
nephew into our lives.  But he seems to be handling this well."
"I'm sure it's somewhat of a relief.  He's had to be the one in charge his whole life.  
Now, he can finally relax a little and let someone else worry about everything."
"That's true.  It can't be easy to lose your house and mom, and then have to move 
away from all of your friends, though.  And all because of her problem.  It's such a 
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shame..."
Cindy trailed off as she heard the sound of feet against the stairs that led from the 
second floor down into the kitchen.
"Do I smell your pasta sauce, Mom?" asked Sally, half a flight before becoming 
visible at the bottom of the stairs.
"You asked me to make it, so I made it.  After all, we wouldn't want such a 
special dinner to have anything but the best food!"  a chipper Aunt Cindy replied as she 
stirred the sauce with a wooden spoon.
"How is it, Mom?  As good as always?"
"I'm not sure, Sally.  I haven't tried it yet.  I was going to give that honor to Jason.  
Wouldn't want to overwhelm him by making him taste the sauce and the pasta at the 
same time.  It might be too much for him."
Jason looked into the face of his aunt and saw nothing but happiness and 
affection.  The affection that had always graced his own mother's face was always 
tempered by the sadness that hung from the skin under her eyes.  He envied his aunt for 
his mother, wishing that she could have a life that would afford her the opportunity to 
give Jason a similar look.
"Thanks, Aunt Cindy.  I'm sure its great."
"You don't have to take your cousin's word for it."  Aunt Cindy held the spoon out 
towards Jason, hand underneath it to prevent any of the bright orange sauce from 
dripping onto the white, tiled floor.  "It's my vodka sauce.  I use only fresh vegetables 
from my garden to make it."
Jason leaned forward and tried the sauce that his aunt had made from scratch.  It 
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tasted a lot better than the canned marinara that he was used to; he thought about how 
much of a difference fresh tomatoes must make in cooking.  He wasn't excited just for 
this meal, but for all of the meals to come.  He had always thought, as he went shopping 
at the super market, that the difference between the cheap stuff he bought and the 
expensive, organic, and all natural gourmet foods must be negligible.  He took his aunt's 
cooking as proof that maybe it wasn't.
"I've never tasted something as delicious, except for maybe your apple pie," Jason 
told her.
"You made apple pie, Mom?"
"It's Jason's pie," Jack told her.  Sally seemed to deflate momentarily at this, but 
she quickly brightened back up.  "He does seem to like to share it, though, so you can 
always ask him for a slice."
Before she could turn to face her cousin, Cindy turned and pointed the wooden 
spoon at Jack.  Vodka sauce flicked off the end and flecked against the counter and floor.  
She seemed flustered and jumped back and forth between thoughts as she scolded, "No 
pie until after dinner.  Look what you made me do, Jack!  You'll ruin your appetite.  Oh, 
look at this mess.  Dinner will be ready in a minute, and then you can have dessert 
afterwards.  If Jack is still feeling generous, Sally.  I better clean this up before it starts to 
stain.  Oh, and some got on the wall paper!"
She grabbed a generous amount of paper towels from a roll resting on a golden 
dispenser hanging from underneath the ornate cabinets and got to work on wiping up the 
mess while still stirring the sauce with the spoon in her other hand.  The few specks of 
orange on the counter and floor were quickly cleaned up, and Cindy turned her attention 
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back to stirring both the pasta and sauce.
"So how's the room, Jason?  You should have seen Cindy up there, getting it 
ready for you!  Women have an eye for detail that we men just lack."
Jason laughed, thinking back to the few things that he had thought were 
insignificant when his Aunt had done them before, but did add something he couldn't 
describe to the room.  "It's perfect, Uncle Jack.  I mean, it's much bigger than my old 
room..."  Jason had meant to say more, but the thought of his old home brought a stop to 
his speech.  He realized how this place was already feeling like a home to him, and he felt 
guilty because of this.  It was just so hard not to feel like he belonged here, what with the 
friendliness of these people.  Uncle Jack had already come to represent to him some type 
of father; something he had never had but had always wanted.
Everything he ever imagined a father should be was represented in Uncle Jack.  
And these three were everything that he thought a family should be.  He loved his mother 
and wouldn't trade her for anyone, but he had never felt as if they were a family.  They 
were only part of a family; they had love and they cared for each other, but there was 
some other ingredient that Jason had always felt was missing.  Whatever that thing was, 
he felt it here.
Recognizing that something was going on in Jason's head, Jack switched the 
topic.  He didn't want Jason to feel awkward.
"I'm glad to hear it.  Say, how about after dinner we take a drive around the town 
and I can show you where you'll be going to school, stuff like that."
Sally interrupted, "Ooh, Daddy, why don't I take him?  I can show him where 
everyone hangs out and has fun.  And I can take him by Jessie's house."  She turned to 
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Jason at this point, hands on his shoulders and almost unable to hold her excitement in.  
"Jessie's my best friend, and I know you'll just love her!"
A large hand came down gently on Sally's shoulder, and Jack freed Jason from his 
daughter's embrace.  "I think I should take the boy out for a little while and show him 
some things, honey bee.  You can take him out tomorrow after school.  We have some 
things we have to talk about, guy stuff.  You know."
Unable to hide her disappointment, but equally excited about doing tomorrow 
what she had hoped to do today, Sally hugged her father.  "OK, Dad.  If that's what you 
think is best!"
He hugged her back and winked at Jason.  Jason smiled back at him.
"Dinner's ready!"
Back in the car with his uncle, after eating much more pasta than he had ever 
eaten before, Jason was sitting much more at ease than during his previous trip.
"I figured you might want some time away from the two of them.  They can be a 
little overwhelming if you're not used to them."
"Not at all..." started Jason.  Jack turned to him with raised eyebrows.  "Well, I 
could probably use a little time to digest."
Uncle Jack laughed at this.  "Couldn't we all, Jason.  She is a good cook, though.  
One of the reasons I married her."
"Yea, that was the most delicious pasta I've ever had.  I don't think I could have 
eaten another bite."
"I've never seen someone eat like that.  Although I bet I used to pack it away like 
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that when me and your aunt started dating.  Eating her cooking every day, you get used to 
it.  Still delicious, but there's nothing like that first time."
"I don't think I could ever get used to eating like that, Uncle Jack."
"Well, we'll see about that.  So honestly, everything OK for you?  Is there 
anything that you need or want that you didn't see at the house?"
"No, Uncle Jack.  Everything seems perfect.  I can't think of anything else that I 
need."
"That's good to hear.  We were afraid that we'd forget something obvious since 
we've only raised a daughter.  Not used to having a young man around the house."
"I suppose when that one daughter is Sally, you don't need a second child."  
Again, Jason held his breathe, hoping his uncle would laugh.
"Very true, Jason.  Very true," Jack laughed, patting the boy in the back.  "But 
we're more than happy to have you.  It'll be good to have another man around the house."
"I'm happy to be here, Uncle Jack.  I miss my mom and home, but everyone here 
seems so nice."
"And you seem to be fitting in just fine, my boy.  But there are a few things we 
have to talk about.  I didn't want to talk about this in front of Sally, but me and Cindy 
wanted to be sure that you knew a few rules of the house."
"Alright, Uncle Jack."
"First, you have to be home by ten on a school night, and one on a Friday or 
Saturday.  Breaking curfew results in a grounding of the following weekend."
"Wow, that's a lot later than I'm used to."
"Well, Sally's earned a lot of trust with us, so we allow her to make her own 
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decisions.  She's usually in awhile before curfew anyway.  And we've decided to extend 
these privileges to you, but that is what they are - privileges.  It took Sally years to earn 
the trust, and it could disappear overnight.  Understand?"
"Yes, sir.  I understand."
"Alright, that's one of the big ones.  The other big one is no drugs.  You lose all 
privileges if we catch you with any drugs.  And no drinking, unless your aunt or I am 
around.  Then you may get a glass of wine or champagne..."
Jason jumped in, "I don't drink.  At all.  And you don't have to worry about the 
drugs."
"That's good to hear.  Other than those, most of the rules are pretty 
straightforward.  Treat everyone in the house with respect, if you're asked to do 
something, do it.  You know, the usual."
"Alright, Uncle Jack."
Uncle Jack reached out a hand and Jason took it, surprised by the strength that he 
found in his own grip.
"Alright then, now that that's settled, time to take you around town a little."
Uncle Jack's tour around town showed Jason sights that he thought he would only 
see on those TV shows that feature high school kids with too many problems.  The high 
school looked more like a day spa to him, with a pool both inside and outside of the gym, 
tennis courts with nets that obviously hadn't faced the ill effects of the weather, and even 
a golf course across the street from the campus.
The downtown area managed to stay clean thanks to the superior sanitation 
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department the people who lived around the city could afford.  After all, it wouldn't stand 
for them to dirty their shoes as they walked around shopping.  The small boutiques that 
lined the structured grid of the streets featured dresses that cost more than Jason's entire 
wardrobe.  The streetlights were free from graffiti, and not a single one of them had a 
broken bulb.  Even the garbage cans looked like they had been scrubbed clean a few 
hours before.
Jason was impressed, and he grew more and more excited to see the city through 
the eyes of his cousin.  He wanted to see all the places that Sally and her friends hung out 
at.  He wanted to go around with them and have a good time.  He looked forward to not 
having to head home early, worrying about his mom and having to take care of a 
household.
By the time the two men returned to their home, it was getting late and Jason was 
particularly tired.  Taking everything in and going through all the emotions that he 
experienced had drained him, and his eyes had already started to close as Uncle Jack 
drove him down the last couple of streets.
Jason snapped awake when the car rolled over the little bump that separated the 
garage from the driveway.
"Oh, sorry.  I must have fallen asleep."
"It's alright, kiddo.  It's been a long day for you.  Too much excitement.  And a lot 
of travel.  For some reason, sitting in a car for hours tends to drain you.  Never 
understood it myself.  But we're home now, and you've got to wake up early tomorrow so 
we can get you registered over at the school.  Your aunt is going to drive you and Sally 
over there in the morning, take you to see the principal.  He's a good guy; I play golf with 
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him every once in awhile."
"That's good to know.  The principal in my last school wasn't very friendly.  
Probably because he had to deal with some pretty bad kids every day.  Took his mistrust 
of them and applied it to everyone at the school."
"You won't have that problem here.  Principal Morris' door is always open.  At 
least that's what Sally tells me.  She's always in there for student council stuff.  Don't ask 
me about it.  She does too much for me to keep track of.  But let's get inside.  We don't 
want the ladies to start worrying about us."
"Alright, Uncle Jack."
The two men walked along the landscaped stone pathway to the front door and 
Uncle Jack unlocked it, holding the door open for Jason.  The two walked in to see the 
women of the house sitting around the kitchen talking.
"Welcome back," Aunt Cindy greeted them as they entered the living room.  
"Have a good tour of the city, Jason?"
"Yea, it looks like there's a lot to do.  And the school is amazing.  We didn't even 
have a real gym back at my old school.  We used to walk over to the park down the street 
and play basketball there."  Jason took a seat next to his cousin, who threw her arms 
around him and squeezed him tightly.
"Oh, I can't wait to take you around tomorrow.  I'm sure Daddy didn't show you 
any of the fun things around town."  Sally let go of her embrace and bounced up and 
down slightly in her seat.  This caused Jason to rock back and forth slightly.
"Well I had to leave some stuff for you to show him, princess."  Jack took the seat 
next to his wife and placed an arm around her shoulder.  She threw her legs up on the 
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couch and leaned against Jack.
She abruptly jumped up, however, and asked, "Do either of you want anything to 
drink?"
"I'll have a glass of that wine we opened for dinner, dear," Uncle Jack replied.
"Alright, and you Jason?"
"No, thank you.  I think I'm going to head to bed soon.  It's been a long day and I 
hear I have to wake up tomorrow."  Jason began to stand up, but Sally pulled him back 
down.
"No, Jason, you have to stay up for a little and tell me about where daddy took 
you.  I have to plan out what we're going to do tomorrow and I don't want to bore you 
with anything you've already seen!"
"Honey, don't keep him up.  He does have to wake up early.  So do you.  We're 
going in to see Principal Morris and get Jason set up with his classes.  And you're 
coming."  Aunt Cindy turned the corner into the kitchen as she said this, refusing to listen 
to any complaint that her daughter might have about the plans.
Uncle Jack gave her a look as she began to open her mouth to let her know that 
there was to be no arguments about it.  Sally slumped a little in her seat, deflated by the 
rebuke, but it did not last long.  She was quickly perking up again.  Her head picked up 
and she looked over again at Jason.
"So Jason, tomorrow I was thinking after school we could go to this little place 
that has the best food.  It's just down the block from the school, and everyone goes there.  
Then I'm going to take you over to Jessie's house and we'll hang out there for a little 
while until we find out what's going on.  Then we'll go out again!"  Sally seemed more 
129
excited just thinking about the plans that Jason imagined she should be while she was 
actually doing the things she talked about.  But he couldn't argue with the fact that it did 
sound like fun, and her excitement was definitely infectious.
Aunt Cindy had returned to the room with two glasses and handed one to Uncle 
Jack.  She resumed her position against her husband and the two clinked their glasses 
together.  It brought a smile to Jason's face to see that two people could be happy together 
after so many years.  He had always wondered if it was possible, since his mom's 
relationships seemed to happen in two week increments, and they always ended badly.
"It sounds like a lot of fun, Sally.  I can't wait.  But I'm really tired, so I think I'm 
going to get to sleep now."  This time, Jason managed to stand up without his cousin
pulling him back down.  She stood up too and started to follow him as he walked up the 
stairs.
"I guess I'll go to bed now, too.  I don't want to be tired for tomorrow; we're going 
to have a big night!"  Sally seemed to bounce as she walked, and she beat Jason to the 
stairs.
"Goodnight, Jason," came from both his Aunt and his Uncle.
He climbed the stairs slowly, exhausted from a day that had mostly been spent 
sitting in a car.  It only took him a few minutes to get ready for bed, and he lay down on a 
mattress that was far more comfortable than the one he was used to.  When he thought 
about it, that was the way he would describe almost everything about this house.  And 
this family.
Jason fell asleep faster than he ever had before.
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He woke up before he realized that he was asleep to the sound of the radio.  The 
newest song by Nickelback was playing.  Jason reached over and quickly hit the snooze 
button.  He thought to himself, still half asleep, that he'd have to find a better radio station 
here.  And quick.
Sally walked into the room and knocked on the door.  "Wake up, sleepyhead!  
Time to get ready for school."
Jason moaned and turned over, seeing that his cousin was already dressed and 
ready to leave for school.  "I didn't sleep in, did I?"
"No, silly."  She noticed that he was looking at her clothes.  "Oh, I was just too 
excited and woke up too early.  I couldn't just lie in bed, though, so I got up and got 
ready!"
"Mph.  OK.  I don't want to be late for my meeting with Principal Morris."
"Well then, you better get up now," Uncle Jack piped in, appearing in the 
doorway and pulling his tie into a perfect Windsor knot.  He flipped his collar down as he 
walked out of frame and down the stairs.
Jason dropped his legs over the side of the bed and stood up slowly.  He was tired, 
but he figured it would pass after a nice, hot shower and some breakfast.
He was right about the shower, and he sprung down the steps, dressed up nicely 
for his first day of school.
"Looking good, Champ," Uncle Jack said, looking up from the stove.  He had a 
few discarded eggshells on a paper towel next to him and he was pushing the yellow 
goop around a pan.  "There's some toast on the table, and you can grab a drink from the 
fridge if you want.  You saw were the glasses were last night at dinner, right?"
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Jason walked around the island and reached up to open a cabinet.  "Yep."
"You like your eggs runny or cooked?"  The eggs were already starting to curl up 
into little white and yellow clumps.  Uncle Jack just kept pushing them around.
"I like mine cooked!" chimed in Sally from behind the two of them.  Jason turned 
to see her standing between the kitchen and the hallway to the front door.
"Me too," replied Jason, not wanting to be any trouble.  He didn't mind his eggs 
either way, at any rate.
"Alright, well they're done."  Uncle Jack reached up and grabbed three plates 
from a cabinet and divided the contents of the pan onto them.  "Hurry up and eat, it's 
almost time to head out."
"Where's Aunt Cindy?" Jason asked.
"She's tired.  We stayed up a little too late last night.  I'll be driving you two in 
and talking to Principal Morris with you before work.  I needed to talk to him about our 
next golf outing anyway."
Jason grabbed his and his cousin's plate and placed them on the table.  He went 
over to the fridge and opened it up.  "What's everyone want to drink?"
"I'll just have a cup of coffee," replied Jack, reaching up for a mug hanging from a 
small hook under the cabinet that held the glasses.
His cousin danced over to the fridge and grabbed the orange juice, singing, "I'll 
have some OJ."
Jason grabbed the milk and poured a glassful.  He drank half of the cup in one 
huge gulp and filled it again, replacing the milk in the fridge.  He went and sat down at 
the table with his new family.
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The meal was rushed, and the three of them were out of the door less than five 
minutes after they sat down.  The ride to school looked much different in the daytime to 
Jason than it did the previous night.  Everything was so much brighter, and the 
cleanliness almost seemed oppressive from all of the sunlight reflecting off of the 
spotless whites that seemed to be the prevailing color of the town.  It also seemed much 
more alive.  Dogs were being walked, and there was a car at every stop sign.  The small 
park that was a planned part of the community had small children playing on the swing 
set while mothers walked around the track.  People were in their front lawns tending to 
gardens or trimming hedges.  Jason wondered for a second why these people didn't hire 
gardeners, but reflected that the work was probably relaxing, especially in this nice 
weather.  There was even a cool breeze to balance out the heat from the sun.  He also 
thought it must give them something to do during the day.
It only took them about fifteen minutes to get to the school, and it was a good 
hour before the first bell would be rung, but already there were plenty of people in the 
parking lot.  Kids Jason's age were hanging by cars, and teachers were carrying armfuls 
of books and papers into the front door.  Jack pulled into the visitor's parking spot right 
by the front door and they headed into Principal Morris' office.
"Jack!  Good to see you.  I hear we have a new student on our hands."  Principal 
Morris gave Jack a strong handshake and a pat on the back.
"Yes, Kelsea, we sure do.  This is my nephew, Jason.  He's going to be staying 
with us for a few weeks."
"Jason, my boy.  So glad you could join us at this fine institution."  Principal 
Morris shook Jason's hand with both of his, and pointed at the chairs that were sitting 
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across from his.  "And Sally, always a pleasure."
"Hi Principal Morris!"  Sally gave him a big hug that took him by surprise.  They 
always did.
"Yes, well, let's get down to business.  Jason, I have your transcript here.  
Exemplary marks.  I have absolute faith that you'll be able to keep up with the rigorous 
curriculum.  I've made up a schedule for you based on the classes you were taking and on 
what I think you can accomplish.  There are a few difficult classes in your schedule, but 
again, I'm sure that you will have no problem doing well."
"Thank you, Kelsea.  And thank you for making this happen so quickly.  I know 
you put in some extra time to get Jason enrolled."
"Yes, thank you, Principal Morris," added Jason.
"Not a problem, not a problem.  After all, it's my job here to educate the children.  
I would be remiss in my duties if I didn't do everything in my power to make sure that 
this young man was immediately enrolled in our school.  Now about that golf game, 
Jack?"
Jack stood up and shook the principal's hand again.  "How about this weekend, 
Kels?  I'm free, and the weather's supposed to hold."
"Sounds good to me.  I'll pick you up around nine."
That first week went faster than Jason could have imagined, lost to a blur new 
people and hours of hanging out with Sally's friends.  The two of them would wake up, 
get ready for school, and head out after a quick breakfast.  His classes were tough and 
there was a lot of work, but Sally still managed to drag him around town after school 
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each day.  She refused to take no for an answer, but even after a whole week of jumping 
from one restaurant to another, one park to another, one friend to another, Jason was still 
sure that he wasn't even close to seeing everything there was to see.  Everything about his 
new home seemed a lot bigger than his old one.
Piles of homework would stack up each day, and he would tackle it slowly each 
night after dinner.  By the time he was ready to call it a night, Jason was exhausted both 
physically and mentally.  He had never slept better in his whole life, and the nightmares 
that used to tease at the corners of his consciousness had ceded to the dreams that he now 
looked forward to with the closing of his eyes.  Every morning, he would wake to the 
smell of coffee, or eggs, or some type of pastry pervaded his room.  The sounds of life 
would crisscross their way in front of his door, too, an annoying yet welcome sound, 
letting him know that someone else was taking care of the things that he used to.
Uncle Jack had that special skill developed by all businessmen, allowing him to 
both sip a cup of hot coffee and navigate the morning newspaper, all while leaning 
against the counter as to not wrinkly his neatly pressed suit.  By the time Jason reached 
the kitchen every morning, his uncle had already finished with the news and the sports, 
leaving them next to his nephew's place setting.  A place setting that was neatly arranged, 
fork to the left, spoon and knife to the right, every morning, just for him.
Those were the little touches that made this place seem more like home to Jason 
than anything else.  The little things that let him know, not just pay lip service, to the love 
that he had found in his extended family.  The towels laid out, always fresh, at the foot of 
his bed.  The curtains gently opened if he slept through his alarm, to let the sun in.  The 
laundry that wasn't just done for him, but neatly folded and placed at the bottom of his 
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drawer so that it would be rotated through.  All of these things made him feel cared for, 
loved, and these were just the things that he noticed before breakfast.
"Don't forget about the party we're having tomorrow night, Jason!" Cindy called 
up the stairs to him after a late night out with Sally.  "I know you have a lot of work to 
do, but tomorrow night people are going to be over.  And you're going to be our guest of 
honor, of course!  I ironed that nice shirt that you bought when you were out with Sally 
the other day."
Jason opened his closet and saw the single shirt hanging from a metal hangar.  It 
was neatly pressed, and a tie that he had never seen before was neatly threaded through 
the buttoned-up collar.  He pulled on one of the arms to open it up, and looked at the shirt 
his cousin had picked out for him and insisted upon paying for.  He really liked it, but 
was almost appalled at the amount of money it had cost.  He rubbed a finger over the 
small logo sewed onto the left breast, wondering how those few threads could make 
something so valuable.
The shirt swung back and forth on the hangar a few time as Jason let go of it and 
called down to his aunt, "Of course, I won't forget about it.  Good night, Aunt Cindy."
She startled Jason by poking her head through the door as he started to untie his 
shoes.
"Goodnight, honey.  Sweet dreams."
Jason threw a shoe into a corner, looked up, and gave her a smile.  She turned the 
handle and gently settled the door into its frame, making sure that it didn't make too much 
noise.  Jason didn't know why, as he wasn't yet asleep, but he laughed and shook his head 
136
appreciatively.  He got ready for bed and made sure all of his clothes ended up in the 
hamper.
Worries crept into his thoughts as he wondered exactly how he should act during 
one of these parties.  Any get-together his mother had thrown involved cigarettes, cheap 
alcohol, and a few people who Jason didn't want anywhere near any of his things.  
Everyone around here, while friendly, appeared to carry themselves with a little bit more 
composure than that, and while Jason hadn't felt particularly out of place so far, he also 
hadn't been to a special 'event', or anything else for that matter that had required the 
adornment of a tie.  He had never, in fact, been to anything that had required that he wear 
a tie.  His mother's hearing was probably the first time when it would have been 
appropriate, but he didn't own a tie to wear, know he should have worn one, or know how 
to tie it.
Playing out all of the scenarios in his mind caused an already fatigued Jason to 
fall deeper and deeper into his sleep.  He lost himself somewhere in the corner of his 
mind, imagining a giant punch bowl siding a dance floor that was being glided across by 
any number of elegant people his aunt and uncle were sure to know.  The last thing Jason 
was conscious of before drifting off to sleep was the realization that he was picturing a 
monocle in at least one of the eyes of each person.  Some had two.
Sally noticed Jason's seeming preoccupation the next day as they jumped in her 
car to head back for home.  Jason could be ready in minutes for the party tonight, but 
Sally had to do her nail, hair, makeup, etc..., and she would require quite a few hours to 
get everything done.
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"What's up, Jason?  Aren't you excited for tonight?"
"I guess, Sally.  I'm just afraid that I'm gonna do something stupid and embarrass 
myself.  I've never been to something like this before.  I'm not even sure how to put on 
half the things that Aunt Cindy laid out on my bed this morning."
"Oh, Jason, don't be silly!  You'll do great.  All of my friends told me that I have 
to tell you to save a dance for them!  And I'm sure Daddy will show you how to put 
everything on.  He should beat us home.  He usually gets off early from work for these 
parties to help Mom set up."
"I thought she had caterers and decorators come in to set everything up?"
"Oh, she does, but they never get it exactly right.  She just uses them to do all the
basic stuff, get everything in the house and all the decorations around and on the walls.  
She ends up spending as much time as they do 'fixing' things as she goes along.  She's got 
such a great eye for decoration!  And everything has to be perfect for one of her parties.  
She doesn't want anybody to be disappointed.  After all, she has a reputation to uphold!"
Jason felt that to the people who were going to be attending the party tonight, 
reputation was an important commodity, probably moreso than money.  Although, he 
added, the two seemed to be very closely correlated.
Laughing, he responded, "Somehow, that doesn't surprise me.  Although she does 
always do a great job of making things look spectacular.  I couldn't believe how well your 
house looked when I first came in.  The outside was impressive enough without all of the 
little touches that make up the inside."
"Oh, I know!  And she knows where everything's supposed to go.  I've bumped 
into tables before and, by the next time I walked through the room, she had already been 
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by and straightened all the little figurines she has all over the place.  And they couldn't 
have moved more than an inch or so!"
Jason laughed, happy that he was beginning to pick up on his new families little 
quirks and routines.  It was what made the difference between feeling like an outsider and 
truly knowing the people with whom he shared the house.  Aunt Cindy had her constant 
attention to detail, always straightening up a picture frame that was unnoticeably crooked 
or fluffing a couch pillow that was starting to look a little deflated.  Sally was always, 
always excited about everything, and she would always pick up presents for her friends 
when she was out shopping, no matter how much she had already bought them that week.  
And Uncle Jack, well he was in the habit of wearing a tie at almost any time of the day, 
always straightened and tied tight around his neck.  He never looked out of place, either, 
when placed against the opulent background of his house and the well-dressed family that 
surrounded him.  In fact, had he been without a tie, he might have looked slightly out of 
place.
"But anyway, Jason, you'll do fine tonight.  There's really not much to know.  All 
you have to do is behave yourself and dance a little bit.  The dancing's easy.  You just 
kinda have to shuffle your feet back and forth.  They play old people music, mostly, so 
there's no real dancing.  We're not having a meal, its just hors d'oeuvres and stuff like 
that, so you don't have to worry about the hundred or so forks there are when we have 
one of those things.  I still haven't gotten the whole fancy silverware thing down!"
The two laughed as Sally made the turn onto their block, and she slowed to 
twenty five.  The sun was particularly bright on this day, and it shone through the 
window onto Jason's forearm, warming it as it rested on the ledge of the door.  For the 
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first time since he had heard about it, Jason was beginning to look forward to the party 
tonight.  He wasn't particularly afraid of making a fool of himself, and with Sally's 
promise of her friends showing up, he no longer felt like the wouldn't know anyone there.  
He leaned his head back against the headrest, closed his eyes, and let out a sigh.  The car 
slowed down slightly as Sally turned to see what was going on with her cousin, but it 
sped up again when she saw the relaxed look on his face.  She smiled a little, happy that 
she was able to ease some of her cousin's fears, and in an uncharacteristic display of 
restraint maintained her silence as they headed down the long street that led to their 
house.  She threw the blinker on and pulled into the driveway smoothly.
Jason sat up straight and sucked in a deep breath of air, realizing that he had 
begun to doze off a little.  When he saw that they were in the driveway, he reached up 
and unbuckled his seatbelt.  Turning to Sally, he asked, "So, did Rachel ask me to save a 
dance for her?"
Sally giggled, causing Jason to blush profusely.  "Why, Jason?  Do you want her 
to save a dance for you?"
"Come on, Sally.  Did she?"
Sally unbuckled her seatbelt and pulled the keys from the ignition, and an uneasy 
silence momentarily filled the car.  "She might have mentioned something," Sally smiled, 
as she opened the door and got out.  She turned and looked back through her window at 
Jason, grin stretching from ear to ear.
Streamers, tables, and trays of food already filled the house when the two cousins 
returned home from school, and they were met by the backs of a few of the decorators 
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getting a lecture from Cindy on the proper way to hang the streamers, the proper location 
to hang them from, and the proper order that the different colored ones must be in.  As 
she finished up talking about that, she began to walk towards the front door to walk up 
the stairs to the landing on the second floor.
"Hi, kids," she said, dismissively, as she took the first few steps of the stairs.  The 
two began to walk towards the kitchen, when Aunt Cindy actually became aware of their 
presence.  "Oh, kids!  Hi.  How was school?  Listen, I'm gonna need your help for the 
next few hours.  Sally, you have to head upstairs and do your hair and makeup.  Lindsay's 
up there now.  She got done with my hair a few minutes ago and is waiting for you.  
Hurry up!  I need you to help as soon as you're ready.  And Jason!  You don't need much 
time to get ready, right?"  She assumed the answer was no, and continued.  "Good.  I'm 
going to need you to help the caterers move the tables out back onto the patio and set up a 
few more around the house.  Think you can do that?"
"No problem, Aunt Cindy," he replied.  "Just let me throw my things up in my 
room."
As he brushed past his aunt, she said to him, "Your stuff is laid out on your bed.  
Jack's in his room, so when you need to get ready, if you have any questions about 
cufflinks or ties, he's the one to ask."
Jason nodded and took another step before he felt a hand grabbing his arm.  "And 
Jason, thank you for all of your help.  It's really appreciated."  Cindy hugged her nephew, 
and they both smiled.
"No problem, Aunt Cindy.  Thanks for putting up with me," he laughed, and 
finished climbing the stairs.
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"Sally, what are you waiting for?" Cindy asked down to her daughter, who was 
waving a few of the streamers over her head and laughing.  "You have to go get ready!  
We don't have any time for this!"
Dropping the streamers back onto the table that she had picked them up from, 
Sally looked up at her mom and began to skip up the stairs.  "Ok, Mom!  I can't wait to 
see what Lindsay does with my hair this time!"
Her mom smiled at her daughter as she jaunted up the stairs, turning her attention 
back to the panoply of activity that was occurring in the space below her.  Sally reached 
the top of the stairs just as Jason was coming back down them.  He paused halfway down 
the stairs next to his aunt, waiting for further direction.  She stared out across her house, 
deep in thought, obviously trying out different positions for everything in her mind.
"What do you think, Jason.  Should we put a second table in the dining room and 
one in the foyer, or should we take that second table and put it in the family room, spread 
things out a bit?"
Jason thought for a second before answering, "I think that the table in the dining 
room is good enough for in there.  The more places with tables, the easier it is for people 
to get to them.  Plus, there's less of a crowd in one room."
"Hmm.  You're right.  I just don't know if there's a good place in the family room 
to put that third table.  I'll figure something out.  For now, how about you go help out the 
caterers move those tables out back?"
"I'd be glad to, Aunt Cindy.  They know where they're going?"
"Yes.  I already had a talk with them about it, so they'll know where everything is 
going."
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"Alright.  Let me know if you need me for anything else."
At first, moving the tables took a little bit of time, but shortly after Jack came 
down to help with the move everything was in place.  Aunt Cindy decided upon a place 
for the family room table, and the caterer's were beginning to bring out the food for the 
tables.  Besides the hors d'oeuvres to be carried around, there were to be bowls filled with 
fruit salads, cheese platters with delicacies from places Jason had never even heard of, 
and a giant ice sculpture on each of the tables.  A swan seemed to swim in the punch 
bowl on one table, while an elephant walked behind the towers of food on another.
Streamers flew in every direction, but somehow subtly managed to give the 
impression of a pattern of some sort, even if it was unable to be discerned by anyone who 
wasn't Cindy.  A few extra paintings had been borrowed for the event, and these now 
adorned walls throughout the house.  Even the table clothes had all been purchased just 
for the party.  Jason felt sure that, come tomorrow, they would be packed up in a box or 
thrown in a closet, never to be pulled out again.
All in all, the house had managed to become transformed into what Jason 
imagined a ball should look like.  He was no longer worried about the party that night, 
and instead was excited for all of the guests to show up.  The caterers had even let him 
sample a few of the treats they were preparing, and everything tasted delicious.  He was 
so wrapped up in the conversion of the house that he almost forgot that he himself had to 
change into the fancy clothes his aunt and cousin had managed to put together for him.
"Jason!  There you are," Aunt Cindy called to him, still putting some finishing 
touches on different things as she walked through the house.  She was straightening up a 
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picture and rearranging a bouquet as she called out to him.  "You have to go get ready!  
People will be here any minute, hon.  Jack's upstairs.  Go find him and he'll help you with 
everything!  Hurry, hurry!"  She shooed him up the stairs.
Jason returned to his room, a little tired from all the work he had just done and the 
hurry with which it was done, but wide awake with excitement.  He began to get changed 
and was able to get around half of the items laid out on the bed onto his body in what he 
thought was the right place before Uncle Jack walked in.
Laughing, he looked at Jason and shook his head.  "Almost, kid.  Here, let me 
help you."
Jack helped Jason to fix his collar and adjusted a few buttons that were slightly 
askew before looking at the bed to see what was left.  "Pretty good job for someone who's 
never had to do it before.  I'm guessing you don't know how to tie a tie?"
"Uhm, not really, Uncle Jack," Jason replied, almost embarassed.
"Not too tough.  You can learn it in a few minutes."  Jack picked the tie up and 
draped it over his neck.  "You just have to bring it around a few times, then up and over.  
Tuck it in there, and you're done."  Jack loosened the knot and slipped it off over his 
head, handing it to Jason.  "Just get it down around your neck and then pull here to 
tighten it up.  Not the most comfortable things, but they do add something extra to the 
outfit."
Jason slid the tie around his neck and had to tighten it quite a bit to get it to sit 
well at his throat.  He realized just how bigger than him his uncle was.  He looked in his 




"Looks good on you.  I bet all of Sally's friends will be all over you tonight," 
Uncle Jack joked.  He reached down onto the bed and picked up a small bag of items.  
"Just a few more things.  Tie clip, and cufflinks.  The tie clip's nice and easy to put on.  
You just have to get it between buttons on your shirt to hold your tie in place.  Cuff links, 
on the other hand, are a little bit trickier.  Takes a bit of dexterity to get these little guys in 
one-handed."  Jason took the tie clip from Jack's outstretched hand and affixed it to his 
shirt.  When he was done, Jack lifted one of this arms and slipped the cuff link into its 
proper place.
"Think you can get the other one, Jason?"
Jason picked it up and fumbled with it once or twice before finally getting it 
where he wanted it to be.  He shook his arm a little to get his sleeve to fall back into place 
and looked up, smile on his face.  "Nothing to it!"
"Looking sharp, kid.  Come on, we have to get downstairs before any of the 
guests show up.  Otherwise, we'll get the silent treatment throughout the party."
"Is Sally ready yet?  I haven't seen her since she went upstairs to get her hair 
done."
"Yea, she's downstairs.  Just finished up.  I never understood why it takes women 
so long to get ready, but its usually worth the time."
"Alright, then let's go!"  Jason couldn't believe that last night he had been having 
troubling dreams about this, when now he couldn't wait for it to get started.
The doorbell rang as Jason followed Jack down the stairs, and both men could 
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hear the quick squeal that escaped Cindy's lips when she realized her time was up.
"Jack, Jason.  You better be ready!"  She turned the corner and the two saw a face 
that looked a little angry.  It immediately melted away to relief and happiness, though, 
when she saw the two of them were walking down the stairs.  "My, my, Jason, you do 
clean up nicely.  That suit looks absolutely marvelous on you!  Great job picking it out, 
Sally."  She handed Jack a glass of wine, and they clinked glasses together.
Sally was standing in the middle of the foyer, dressed fashionably, yet 
conservatively, in a dress that sparkled under all of the artificial lighting.  She smiled up 
at Jason, before turning to her mother.  "Thank, Mom!  I knew it would look great on 
you, Jason!"
Jason felt better that both females in the group agreed that he looked good in the 
suit, worrying that his slight build wouldn't be able to fill out the shoulders of his jacket.  
He pulled self-consciously at his sleeves but stopped when he felt his uncle's strong 
hands rest on his shoulders.  "See, my boy.  Nothing to be worried about."
They reached the bottom of the steps before Cindy opened the door for the first 
guests.
It was a beautiful night, and a lot of the party guests spent it outside on the back 
patio.  The few who sat around inside the house were met by the cool breeze that would 
come in through the open windows.  Sally and her friends all hung out in the basement, 
their own little party away from all of the adults.  Uncle Jack had even rented a nice 
speaker system for the kids, so they could play their own music.
"Come on, Jason, let's dance!"  Rachel grabbed him by the arm, making Jason 
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realize that it was a demand and not a request.
Sally laughed at the surprised look on her cousin's face.  "I told you, she might 
have said something!"  she mouthed to Jason while her friend's back was turned towards 
the dance floor.  Sally walked around to the stereo system where the music was selected 
and flipped through a few CDs.  "This one goes out to all the lovers," she said through the 
mic, in her attempt at an impersonation of a professional DJ, her voice dropping deeper 
than usual, but not deep enough to pull off the imitation.  She flicked a switch, and the 
lights dimmed slightly.
Jason gave her a questioning look, but her only response was her trademark laugh.  
He waited a few seconds for the music to load.
"So having fun yet, Jason?" Rachel asked him, grabbing one of his hands in hers 
and placing the other on his shoulder.  Jason reached his other hand down onto Rachel's 
waist.
"I am now," Jason replied, smiling at his dance partner.  She blushed, as the first 
few notes of K-Ci and Jojo's 'All My Life' started to play through the speakers.
"How's everything been, with moving and all?" Rachel looked up into Jason's 
eyes as she asked this.
"Everything's been great.  Everyone's been great.  My aunt and uncle are really 
cool, and Sally's the best."
"Yea, Mr. and Mrs. Kaplan are, like, the best parents ever.  They're always letting 
us hang out here in the basement.  And Sally's one of my best friends."  Rachel took her 
hand out from Jason's and placed it on his other shoulder.  "I'm glad you like it here."
"Well, my family isn't the only good thing about this place," Jason replied, 
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grabbing her other hip with his free hand and pulling her a little closer.  Rachel smiled 
and rested her head on Jason's chest as the song came to an end.  The lights quickly 
flipped back on, but not all the way, and a voice came on over the mic.
"Everyone give it up for Jason and Rachel, the two lovebirds!"  Sally was holding 
the microphone with one hand and aiming a small spotlight affixed to the top of the 
stereo on the two.  All of the kids in the basement started to clap, while the two dancers 
were caught with nothing to do but blush.  Jason took a step back and grabbed onto one 
of  Rachel's hands, taking a deep bow.  She giggled a little and followed suit.  The 
applause grew louder, and when he was done, Rachel leaned in and gave him a quick 
kiss.
Sally, laughing and clapping, grabbed another CD and hit play.  Jason and Rachel 
continued to dance as 'Can You Feel the Love Tonight?' started to come on over the 
speakers.
There was a loud knock on the basement door before everyone heard it open.
"It's just me, Jack!" came a jovial voice from up the stairs.  "I'm coming down."  
A few seconds later, the big man emerged from the stairs and flipped a light switch, 
turning the room from a dim and exciting dance hall back into a basement with some 
sound equipment.  Looking down at the pocket watch in his hand, he announced, "Looks 
like it's time for you kids to go home.  Everyone have a ride?"
He looked around and saw everyone nod the affirmative.  "Alright then, everyone 
out."  Uncle Jack turned to walk back up the stairs with about fifteen teenagers behind 
him.  Sally jumped out from behind the stereo equipment and ran in up to the steps, not 
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wanting to miss saying goodbye to any of her guests.  As Jason headed for the doorway, 
he felt a tug on the sleeve of his shirt.
"Where do you think you're going?" asked Rachel, before pulling him towards her 
and standing up on the tips of her toes to kiss him.  Jason lowered his head and kissed her 
back, hardly able to keep his lips from turning up in a smile.  After a minute or so, she 
broke the kiss and laughed a little.  "I'll see you tomorrow, OK?"  She winked at him 
before walking up the stairs, leaving Jason alone in the basement.
Thinking about the night, Jason sat with a blank expression on his face for a few 
seconds, watching Rachel as she climbed up the stairs.  After disappearing once, he saw 
her head poke back down and blow him a kiss.  She giggle, and Jason smiled as she left a 
second time.  He sat down on a couch and stretched his arms out along its shoulder, 
smiling as this new world he was in began to sink in as a reality.  The door slammed at 
the top of the stairs, bringing Jason out of his reverie.  He stood up and began to walk for 
the stairs.
The two of them ran into each other, but Jason had the worst of it.  Sally had 
come back downstairs to talk to her cousin and caught him in the shin with her knee.
"Ow!" escaped Jason's mouth, as he reached down to rub his shin.  "Sally, you 
alright?"
She was rubbing at her thigh, but it was a seemingly subconscious gesture.  
"What?  Yea.  So you and Rachel looked like you had a good time together?  I just knew 
my friends would love you!"
Still rubbing his shin, but now distracted by the change of topic, Jason blushed a 
little and replied, "Yea, she's really fun.  I had a great time."
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"I'll be sure to tell her that!" Sally said, turning and running back up the stairs 
faster than Jason could react.
Following her, Jason was definitely favoring the leg that hadn't gotten kicked in 
the shin.  Usually, he would have been able to catch his cousin before she reached the 
stairs to the second floor, but because of the injury she was already in her room by the 
time he reached the door to the basement.  He looked around to see if there was any 
chance Sally had remained downstairs to mingle with her parents' friends, but she was 
nowhere to be seen.
Uncle Jack was just getting back in from making sure all of the kids left when he 
saw Jason at the top of the steps.  "Sound like you had a great time tonight, Jason!"
"Yea, Uncle Jack.  It was a lot of fun.  I guess I shouldn't have been so worried."
"Of course not.  The first time for anything always ends up a lot easier than you 
imagine.  If only we could spend less time worrying and more time enjoying life!"  Uncle 
Jack put a hand on his nephew's shoulder.  "Come on, there are a few people I want to 
introduce you to.  Never hurts to start making connections."  A waiter walked by with a 
tray filled with tall champagne glasses.  Uncle Jack took his hand off of Jason's shoulder 
and reached up to grab two glasses.  He offered one to Jason.
"No, thank you.  I don't drink."  Jason pulled back a little from the proffered 
drink.
"Not even a little champagne during a party?  Well, it's your choice.  A 
respectable one, too.  I'm proud of you," Uncle Jack said, downing one of the glasses in a 
single gulp.  He placed the crystal on a little table that was placed in the corner of the 
room for no other reason than that it pulled that corner together.  "One of the waiters will 
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get that.  Come on, let's go!"
Sipping from the other glass and leading Jason with his free hand, Jack walked 
into the living room area where a bunch of middle-aged gentlemen were gathered around 
and talking.
"...and he said, Mr. President, I believe it's pronounced 'Quiche'!"  All of the men 
began to laugh, the man who had just finished the joke getting pats on the back from the 
few who were immediately beside him.
"That's a good one, Sean.  I've got another..." another man started, before being 
interrupted by Jack.
"Ahem," clearing his throat to draw attention, "gentlemen, this is my nephew, 
Jason.  He's going to be staying with us for awhile, but he's already impressed me this 
first week.  Good student, respectful, and very personable.  Jason, this is Steve, Sean, 
William, Daniel, and Terence."  Each man offered a hand, and Jason went around the 
circle, shaking each one.
"Strong handshake.  Good first impression, son," William remarked.
"Jack's already impressed with you?  He's a hard one to impress," said Terence, as 
Jason finished shaking the men's hands.  Each of them murmured their agreement at this 
comment.
"Thank you, sir."  Jason thought that he would have been nervous if this meeting 
had taken place earlier in the week, but he felt strangely at ease with his uncle beside 
him.  "Sirs," he added.
"Jason here is taking honors classes at Wilmington Prep with students a year or 
two ahead of him.  This kid's got a bright future ahead of him.  I thought it would be good 
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to introduce him to a few of this area's finest and most influential businessmen, 
gentlemen."  Jack raised his glass in a toast.
"Well, Jason, it appears as if you're someone we should keep a watch on.  The 
next generation, if you will," toasted Steve.  "They seem to get rarer in each generation.  
Keep up the hard work, Jason, and if Jack says you're a good kid, I'm sure you'll go far."
"Thank you, sir," Jason replied again, not sure what else he should say.
"Well, Jason, I think it's time for you to head up to bed.  Gentlemen, I'll be back in 
a minute."  Jack turned to walk Jason up to the stairs, but the motion was stopped by a 
loud crashing noise coming in from the other room.  "Uh oh.  Better go check on that..." 
Jack said as he turned towards the family room.  Jason thought he heard something 
almost familiar in his uncle's exclamation.
The two walked into the other room to see the food table upended.  The ice 
sculpture of the swan lay cracked on the floor, and the punch bowl was bleeding all over 
the carpet.  Shrimp, caviar, and cheese littered the floor, along with Cindy.  She was 
laughing at the top of her lungs, covered in an assortment of hors d'oeuvres and 
decorations.  Streamers hung from her shoulders like aquamarine extensions, and her 
dress was ruined by the sangria that was dripping from her sides.
Jack walked quickly over to his wife and bent down, roughly grabbing her arm 
above the elbow.  The roughness of his grip was matched by the tenderness with which 
he lifted her up onto her feet.  Cindy quickly went down again, however, unable to 
manage to maintain her balance in her current state.
"Hey, baby!  How are you doing?" Cindy slurred, draping an arm around her 
husband and pulling him down onto a knee with her.  She tried to kiss him, but Jack 
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instead stood up, dragging her up with him.  "Havin' fun?"
"Yes, honey.  I think everyone's having fun, but it's bedtime now.  Come on, let's 
go."  Jack tried to direct her towards the stairs, but this proved difficult as Cindy kept 
turning to say goodnight to people.
"Goodnight, Sue.  Night, Margerie.  Oh, wait!  We're almost out of cocktail soce.  
Saw-ce.  Sauza."  Each new way to pronounce the word she was trying for brought more 
laughs to the pauses between her slurs.  "I've got to go talk to the caterers."  She stepped 
in a different direction than her husband, who just lifted her up and put her back on 
course for the stairs.
"I'll make sure to mention it to them, honey.  Come on, let's go."  Jack was taking 
bigger steps now that he was completely supporting his wife, not willing to take the 
chance of letting her bring the both of them down again with a misstep.
"Alright, night-night everyone."  Cindy waved over her shoulder as she said this.  
Jack walked her out of the room and past Jason, who was still staring, face completely 
pale, at the spreading stain of the punch across the carpet.  Had he been closer, the two 
colors would have perfectly contrasted each other.  "Night, Jason!" Aunt Cindy said as 
she was walked past him by Jack.  She leaned in to kiss him and would have been able to 
if her husband hadn't refused to pause.  Jason stood there, completely still.
No thoughts were able to cross the young man's mind.  He couldn't move for a 
minute or so, and when he finally did he moved straight for the stairs leading up to his 
room.  His uncle was heading down the stairs and saw the look on Jason's face.  He knew 
immediately.
"Jason, my boy, come on.  Let's have a talk."  Jack reached a hand out to grab 
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Jason's arm, but he shook it off.  Jack went to regain his hold, but Jason leapt up the next 
few steps and was in his room before Uncle Jack could catch him.  Jack saw the door 
slam and heard the gentle click of a lock.  He knew where the key to the room was, but 
continued down the stairs.
Jason awoke to the sound of a key turning in a lock.  He rolled over, afraid of who 
might be on the other side of the door.  It cracked open, and the aroma of bacon and 
coffee came pouring in through the opening.
"Thought you might want some breakfast," a deep voice said in a voice that 
wasn't quite a whisper but wasn't at its full strength.  "I brought you some bacon and 
eggs."
Jason rolled over to see his uncle in a bathrobe, extending a plate through the 
door.  Jason sat up and replied, "Thanks."
Uncle Jack took that as an invitation to go into the room.  He placed the plate on 
the nightstand along with a cup of coffee that had been hidden behind the wall when 
Jason had first looked up.  Jack sat down on the edge of the bed, by Jason's feet, and 
looked around the room.
"So I guess you have something you want to talk about, Jason," Jack prodded, 
trying to get his nephew to be the one to state the problem.
"I guess we do," Jason said, picking up the coffee and drinking about half of the 
mug in one sip.  He reached for the plate and shoveled some eggs into his mouth, only 
taking time from that to eat a few pieces of bacon.  Both of them sat there, watching the 
young man eat, not saying a word.
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After a few minutes of this, Jack stood up and began pacing and sighing.  
Suddenly, "You know, she's not usually that bad.  She can usually control herself."
"And she only drinks at social occasions.  And she only drinks when others are 
drinking with her.  And she never drinks until she vomits.  And she never blacks out.  I 
know the speech, Uncle Jack."  Jason ate another mouthful of eggs and finished his 
coffee.
"Yea, I suppose you do."  Jack sat back down on the edge of the bed.  "Cindy 
drinks a little too much.  She has ever since college."
"Everyone drinks too much in college.  You're supposed to stop when you 
graduate."
"Well, Jason, we both know that not everyone does."
Hitting Jason like a slap in the face, an immediate emotional response took over 
his mind.  He was angry at everyone.  His mom, his aunt.  His uncle, who allowed this to 
go on.  "How dare you!  Mom drank because her life was tough.  Dad left her when I was 
just a little baby.  We were poor and she had to work crap jobs just to keep us in our 
place.  It was the only thing she could do that kept her from being miserable all the time!  
But Cindy!  You two have the perfect life.  She barely has to lift a finger if she doesn't 
want to.  You buy her anything she wants, and you live in a fucking mansion!  Why the 
hell would she do that to herself?  Why the hell would she do that to Sally?  Doesn't she 
realize what she's doing?"  Jason face was red with anger and wet with tears.  Jack 
reached out to put an arm around him, but Jason pulled away.  "I mean, why doesn't she 
care enough to stop?  Doesn't she see how much it's hurting me?  Why doesn't she care 
enough about me to stop?"  At this point, Jason collapsed against his Uncle.  Two large 
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arms wrapped around him, and he felt safe for the moment.
"Jason, do you know why your mom and your aunt don't talk anymore?"  He felt 
the boy's head shaking 'no' back and forth against his chest.  "Back when you were just a 
baby, she used to drive you out to our old house all the time.  You were too young to 
remember anything.  You and Sally would sit next to each other, oblivious to the world.  
If it wasn't in front of your face, it didn't interest you.  And Sally's world was only a little 
bigger than your own.
"Cindy and your mother would sit around and talk about old times.  They'd crack 
open a bottle of wine and laugh about all of the crazy things they did while they were 
young.  Those two were quite the hell raisers, from what I can make out of their stories.  
They always skip around the stories, as people do when they were both there, and the 
laughing always made half of the narration incomprehensible.  This would go on for 
hours, and I would work on some business, or cook the two of them some dinner.  I'm not 
the best chef, but those two were so engrossed in their stories that they weren't about to 
cook for themselves.
"Anyway, after your father left, the visits became more and more frequent, and 
your mother's drinking began to get heavier with each visit.  Cindy started to drink more, 
too, caught up in the moment, or in some type of competition with your sister, I don't 
know.  But they went from a bottle of wine each visit to two, then three, and, finally, one 
time your mother showed up with four.  Cindy accused her of being an alcoholic, which 
someone who doesn't recognize they have a problem takes as a huge insult.
"Your mother retorted that Cindy was drinking just as much as her, and that if one 
was an alcoholic, so was the other.  That brought out the claws, and the two of them got 
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into a huge fight.  Your mother took you and ran out of the house, Cindy chasing after 
her, threatening to call children's services on your mother.  Your mom sped out of the 
driveway and down the street, and the two of them haven't talked since that day."
Jason was still crying into his Uncle's bathrobe at the end of this story.  He had 
never heard anything of it.  His mom had said that her sister had done something 
unforgivable, but Jason had never pressed the matter to find out anything more.  Now, he 
didn't know what to say; he sat there in silence, leaning against his uncle.
"You're aunt drinks too much.  And I doubt she could stop on her own.  And I 
know I'm just making things worse by taking care of her and not getting her help."  Jack 
sat the boy up, off of his chest, and continued.  "But she has to realize that herself.  And I 
care about her too much to make her realize that."
Jason would have said something about no one ever realizing it by themselves.  
That someone had to tell them, stage an intervention.  Hell, a court might have to step in 
and force a treatment program on the person.  But he knew what it was like to be in Jack's 
shoes, and he realized that Jack himself had a problem that he would have to recognize in 
himself before he could seek help for Cindy.
The two of them stood up, Jason following Jack, grabbing his plate and cup and 
heading downstairs.
Sally came down, yawning a little, but with a huge smile on her face.  "See, Jason, 
didn't you have so much fun last night?  I told you it would be a great time!"
Jason realized that his cousin had been in her room for the whole incident and had 
missed her mother's display.  "Yea, Sally.  I had a great time with all of your friends."
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"Especially Rachel!" added Sally.  Any trace of the yawn she had entered with 
was now gone from her demeanor.
A dry voice came through the hallway to the kitchen.  "What's this I hear about 
you and Rachel, Jason?"  Cindy was holding her bathrobe together at the neck with her 
right hand and leaning against the wall with the other.
Jason looked up and started to reply, but his voice caught in his throat.  Her hair 
was tousled and her face had lost much of its color.  Without makeup on, bags became 
visible under her eyes and her skin didn't appear as smooth.  She had never reminded 
Jason more of his mother, and for the first time in awhile, he missed his home.
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Buried Alive
It took him quite a long time to find someplace that would do it without a body.  
Or a death certificate.  Without any proof whatsoever, to be honest.
Finally, however, he found a little parlor down in Texas.  They didn't ask many 
questions, and they happily took his money when he pulled the cash out of his pocket.
"Thank you very much, Mr. Ellingsfield," the proprietor said, taking Steve's hand 
into his own.  It was cold and clammy, almost how Steve imagined the hand of a corpse
must feel like.  "Although there is no body, I assure you that everything will be carried 
out with the utmost respect.  We shall take care of everything; you have nothing to worry 
about."
Steve Ellingsfield put his left hand over the handshake and grasped it firmly.  It's 
something that he imagined one bereaved would do.  "Thank you so very much, Mr. 
Childs.  I'm sure that everything will be fine.  Thank you for taking care of all of the 
details; it'll make everything so much easier on me."
Their hands fell apart, and Mr. Childs gave Steve the look of a man who knows 
someone's in pain, but no longer has the capacity to be empathic.  They were both 
playing a role, in their own way.
Steve had driven a long way to find this place.  He started out in North Carolina, 
but decided against settling on any of the surrounding states for fear that someone he 
knew would find something out.  So his journey had started with a long trek into 
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Mississippi.
After stopping at four or five funeral homes, Steve decided that he would have to 
go somewhere else.  Louisiana, Arkansas, Oklahoma: he stopped in each of these states 
but was still unable to find someone willing to perform the service.  Even crossing 
through Texas hadn't yielded any results, until he approached the Mexican border.  One 
or two times, he believed that he had found his place, only to be turned down at the last 
minute.
Then he found the magic words:
He was in Laredo, about to cross into Mexico, when he decided to try one last 
place.  Driving down the street, he saw the unfortunately named Childs' Funeral Home.  
Almost bypassing it, he swerved into the parking lot at the last minute and found a space 
in the empty lot.  The engine turned off as he pulled the key out of the ignition and 
headed into the shop.
When he opened the door, he was quickly greeted by a tall and lanky man who 
slid out from behind a dusty desk.
"Good afternoon, sir.  Is there anything that we could possibly help you with?"
Steve, still with one foot outside of the establishment, looked deep into the man's 
eyes to try and get a read on him.  "Uhm, yes.  I know this isn't exactly the normal way of 
doing things, but I was hoping you could help me arrange a funeral."
"Well, that is certainly what we are here for," the tall man said from behind a taut 
smile.  His skin seemed to crack around the unsettling grin on his face.  "There's nothing 
unusual about that."
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"Yes, well, uh, I don't exactly have any proof of the death, and the deceased has 
already been buried.  You see, we were engaged when she passed away.  Her family 
never approved of me, and they arranged for everything.  When the day finally came, it 
was made clear that I wasn't welcome at the services.  I just... I just want some closure."  
Steve was fighting back the tears in his eyes as he said this.
Obviously more curious about the situation than the pain of this man, the worker 
tilted his head and squinted towards the door.  "Please, come in and sit down Mr...?"
"Ellingsfield.  Steve."  He reached out a hand, but the man behind the desk had 
already turned and started back towards his chair.
"And I'm Mr. Childs.  I'm not sure exactly what we can do here, Mr. Ellingsfield.  
I mean, the deceased already being buried, and you without even an obituary?"
"I know, I'm sorry to have wasted your time.  I mean, I probably don't even have 
enough cash..."
Before he could finish his thought, Mr. Childs eyes had the time to light up and 
his mouth had a chance to blurt out, "Well, wait a minute.  I mean, if you have cash we 
might be able to work something out.  I mean, it wouldn't be the nicest service..."
"It wouldn't have to be."
"And the plot wouldn't be in the greatest area..."
"As long as you can do me this favor, it wouldn't matter much."
"How much cash are we talking about here?  If you happen to have a few 
thousand..."
Steve shifted in his seat and pulled out a wallet stuffed with bills.  He pulled out a 
stack of hundreds.  "I have three thousand dollars.  Is that enough?"
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Mr. Childs' eyes lit up slightly.  "I believe we can make something happen for that 
amount, Mr. Ellingsfield.  I am sorry for your loss, but hopefully we can help you get that 
closure that you desire.  Would you like me to write you out a receipt?"
Steve retired to his hotel room after finishing up at Childs' Funeral Home.  He 
moved all of his bags into the room, but he didn't unpack.  He flipped the TV onto the 
hotel information channel and left it there as he showered and shaved.  The warm water 
washed off the dry Texan air, and the blade removed a few days of growth that he had 
neglected while he was on the road.  It had begun to itch and he had taken to scratching 
underneath his chin randomly.  It never alleviated the feeling.
After dealing with a rather large knick that he had carved into the side of his face 
along the jaw line, he dressed and collapsed on the bed in the other room.  He watched 
listlessly as the hotel information circulated four or five times before he felt that he had 
thoroughly memorized the list of activities and room service number and menu.  He 
picked up the phone to order some dinner, but put it down before he could even hear a 
dial tone.
Sitting on the corner of the bed, Steve stared at the wall for a few seconds, 
noticing the pattern of the wall paper.  It began to draw him into it, the way that an 
Escher painting does.  Soon, he was lost in a maze of squiggles and edges, unable to find 
his way out.  A loud crashing outside threw him a lifeline, and before he knew it, he was 
curled up in a little ball in the middle of his bed, tears pouring from his tightly shut eyes.
Steve's cell phone rang at around ten, but he was in no shape to answer it; he let it 
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go to voice mail.  The phone beeped incessantly to let him know that he should check his 
messages, and he put up with it as long as he could.  Wiping the tears from his eyes, 
which brought a grimace to his face that tore open the tentative scar that had formed over 
his shaving mishap, Steve reached over to his jacket and dug through the pocket until he 
found the phone.  He picked up and dialed his number to get to his mailbox.
"Please enter your password," came the eerily-human pre-recorded message from 
the other end.  Steve removed the phone from the side of his head to dial in his password.  
He almost began crying again, remembering, cruelly, that his password was their 
anniversary.  After pressing the correct sequence on the third try, a message played from 
Mr. Childs.
"Hello, Mr. Ellingsfield.  I'm sorry to disturb you, but we just finished the 
arrangements for, ah, well I don't believe you told me her name.  Anyway, we just 
finished arrangements for your ex-fiance's funeral.  It is going to be held tomorrow night 
at seven in a small chapel down the road from the funeral home.  A small plot of land was 
found in their graveyard and a priest was contacted to perform the ceremony.  I trust this 
is all to your liking, but if it is not, please inform me as soon as possible.  Good night, 
sir."
Steve looked at the phone for a few seconds after the message ended before 
erasing the voice mail.  He looked at the recent call list and found the number to Childs'.  
Clearing his throat as he dialed, Steve was greeted almost instantaneously by a now-
familiar voice.
"Hello, this is Childs' Funeral Home.  How may we assist you today?"
"Mr. Childs?  This is Steve Ellingsfield.  That's fine.  And her name is Carrie."
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Steve hung up the phone before Mr. Childs could get in another word.
The sunlight poured through the window of the hotel room and would have 
woken Steve up, had he been able to get to sleep.  As it was, the bright rays only 
managed to cause him to shut his eyes and roll over onto his side.  He squinted at the 
alarm clock that sat on the nightstand next to his bed and saw that it was quarter to seven.  
He closed his eyes and willed the clock to jump ahead twelve hours so that this could all 
be over with; when he opened them again, a minute had passed.
After a few more futile attempts at making time fly, Steve turned the alarm clock 
around and got out of bed.  He had slept on top of the sheets, and only moved when the 
sun had glared in his eyes, so the bed appeared as if someone had lay down in it for only 
a minute.  He walked into the bathroom and let the water run in the shower for a few 
minutes.  His five o'clock shadow had grown in overnight, and he examined the cut that 
he had put on his face the night before.  It looked a lot worse the night before, he thought.
He tested the water with his hand before undressing and stepping into the shower.  
The water poured over his face and washed away the dried tears that had formed a series 
of diverging trails across his face.  The water stung the raw skin around his eyes and 
brought back memories of many other showers that had had the same effect.  He felt the 
tears begin to swell up in his eyes again, and he wondered why he always cried while in 
the shower.
Steve shaved cautiously around the gash in his jaw and got himself ready for the 
day ahead of him.  He stopped at the small diner attached to the hotel and choked down 
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some runny eggs and chewy bacon.  They tasted like ash to him, but he finished his plate.  
He paid with a fifty and left before the waitress could ask if he needed any change.
He walked down the street and stopped at a stationary store.  He had a few letters 
that he had to send out before tonight, and he needed some paper and a few envelopes.  A 
quick stop at the local post office afforded him the stamps that he needed.  By the time he 
was finished with lunch, he had filled out all of the envelopes and placed the letters inside 
of them.  He dropped them off at a mailbox and then went to a little park he found to wait 
for the services that night.
Steve showed up at the funeral home at quarter to seven and found Mr. Childs' 
preparing to transport the coffin over to the small chapel.
"Good evening Mr. Ellingsfield.  We were just getting ready to take everything 
over to where the services are being performed.  Of course you are welcome to ride along 
with us in the hearse."
"That's alright, Mr. Childs.  I think I'll walk.  You said it was just down the 
street?"
"Yes, just turn left when you leave here and keep walking until you see the small 
chapel.  It's impossible to miss - it's right on the corner of the first intersection.  If you 
head out right now, you'll probably arrive at around the same time as we do."
"Alright.  And thank you, again, Mr. Childs, for everything."
"Anything to help the grieving, Mr. Ellingsfield."
Steve had already arrived at the chapel and sat in the front pew when Mr. Childs 
165
arrived with the casket.  The priest helped him bring it in through the back room and 
arrange it in the aisle for the services.
Steve had never been to a funeral before, but he wasn't expecting much of a 
service on this short notice for such a non-traditional request.  He wasn't disappointed.
The priest seemed listless in his readings, and Mr. Childs continually looked at his 
watch.  Steve didn't pay much attention to the service itself, instead staring intently at the 
empty casket.  Communion was neither requested or offered, and Steve was almost glad 
when the service was over.
Mr. Childs walked over to Steve and placed a hand on his shoulder.  "We'll be 
moving the service out to the burial site now, Mr. Ellingsfield.  There are just a few 
things to take care of in the back room, some final steps to take care of.  If you would 
meet us around back..."
Steve nodded his head and watched the priest and Mr. Childs head into the back 
room.  Tears welled in his eyes and he quickly jumped up and raced after them.  As he 
burst through the door, both men looked up at him with surprised expressions on their 
face.
"Mr. Ellingsfield, I told you..."
Steve interrupted him.  "I know, I'm sorry.  If I could just have a few minutes 
alone to say goodbye?  I know it sounds crazy, but it would make a lot of difference to 
me..."
Mr. Childs looked at the priest for a second and shrugged.  "Of course, Mr. 
Ellingsfield.  We'll wait for you just outside."
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The priest and the funeral home proprietor waited outside for ten minutes before 
glancing back inside the chapel.  The casket still had condensation in the form of two 
handprints from where Steve had placed his hands, but the man was nowhere to be found.  
Already behind schedule, they called in the gravediggers to carry the casket to the 
gravesite and finished the ceremony with the limited amount of sanctity necessary as to 
not be sacrilegious.  Mr. Childs tried calling Steve Ellingsfield's cell phone later that 
night, but it was either turned off or he was out of the range of service.
A week later, in a small town in North Carolina, an envelope showed up at the 
house of one Carrie Redding.  When she opened it, there was only a small piece of paper 
with an address of a chapel in Laredo, Texas on it, and a clipping of an engagement 
announcement, torn in half.
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Happiness is Mutually Exclusive
The cold wind wasn’t stopped by his sweater, and a chill ran up his spine as he sat 
there.  Despite the weather, or perhaps in spite of it, his hands were still sweating as he 
sat there.  The metal of the chain chaffed his hand as he swung, mixing with his sweat 
and releasing a smell of rust into the air.  Jack could see the leaves of grass swaying in 
the wind, back and forth, back and forth, like him.  The uncaring moon cast a quiet pallor 
over the scene, softening the edges of the world as if reality was being blurred out of 
existence.  Somewhere, a cricket chirped.
“It’s not that I don’t want to be with you.  I still love you,” Kelly said softly, her 
voice fading in and out of his consciousness.  “I just can’t be with anyone right now.  I 
need some time alone, and you do, too.  I just wish you could understand.”
He did understand.  Not what she was going through, because there was enough in 
her life that he would never understand.  But he did understand how she was feeling.  He 
had felt it too, but he didn’t have the guts to admit it, even to himself.  He was scared of 
the world without her, and that’s a powerful fear.  It ate at him whenever he was alone.  
Now he really was alone.
“I hope we can still be friends.  I mean, I could still see marrying you one day.  
Just, right now, I don’t need all this seriousness in my life.  Can you understand that?”
He wanted to tell her that he could and that he sometimes felt the same way too.  
But that wasn’t the role that he imagined for himself in this conversation.  One of them 
had to fight for the relationship, and that was obviously left up to him.
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“I just don’t understand how things could have changed so quickly.  A week ago 
you were telling me how much you loved me and how much you wanted to be with me, 
and now this?”
She interrupted: “This isn’t overnight.  These things have been bothering me for 
awhile now and I’ve been trying to tell you.  This just set everything off, and now I need 
some time to be by myself.  And you do, too.  You have so much going on that you don’t 
need me to be distracting you.  I don’t know what’s going to happen, but I do know 
what’s right for now.”
He was quiet.  What could he say to that?  It was over, and there wasn’t much he 
could change.  Sure, he could threaten her with never talking to her again.  With hating 
her.  With leaving her life forever.  But what if she still wouldn’t change her mind?  What 
was he left with then?  Some empty memories.  Someone whom he loved feeling 
betrayed and hurt.  It was better to just sit there on the swing, quiet, coursing back and 
forth.
“Don’t you have anything to say?” she asked.
He did.  He had a lot to say.  None of it really meant much.  So he just kept 
dragging his feet on the ground, slowing down the force with which the wind pulled him 
on the swing.  The smell of rust was overpowering now, and he realized that his face was 
cold as his tears caught the wind.  He ripped his hand off of the chain and wiped it across 
his face, smearing the tears over even more of his chilled skin.  He began to shiver.  He 
took it to mean that he was cold.  She took it to mean that he was upset.  She leaned over 
to hold him, and he just sat there.  Physically, she was there, holding him, but 
emotionally the embrace was empty.  It was a stupid gesture that neither of them really 
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wanted or appreciated.
How could she hurt him so much?  Couldn’t she just put her feelings away if it 
meant is happiness?  He would do that for her.  He just wanted her to be happy.  He just 
wanted to be happy.  How come those two things never seem to be the result of the same 
action?
The wind kept blowing.  He glanced down at his watch.  It immediately switched 
from 11:11 to 11:12.  He thought about how fast a minute could go by, if you only looked 
at it from the last second.  He sighed, sending a powerful white cloud out in front of him.  
It slowly wafted up into the air, his eyes following it.  His gaze kept rising upward until 
he was lost in the stars.
The gentle blip of the heart monitor and the wheezing breath of the respirator had 
become the sounds of life to him.  As long as both of those kept up, he knew that she was 
alive still.  John crushed the cup that he had just drank from before pulling another from 
the dispenser and filling it up.  As he pulled it away, a single drop of water spilt from the 
tap and splashed on to the floor.  He finished all of it in one pull and crushed that cup.  
He opened his hand and looked down into it.  His hand was damp from where the water 
had seeped through the seams of the cheap, disposable cups.  He tossed that cup, and 
reached for another one.  After holding it under the spigot for a few seconds, apparently 
thinking (about what, not even he was aware), he crushed it and threw it out.
The accident had happened so fast.  They had been having the greatest time that 
night; dancing, good food, a movie so bad that she laughed at all his sarcastic remarks 
and condescending quips.  Those were the moments that he would always carry of her.  
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The small things that had brightened his day.  The sound in her voice when she picked up 
the phone and he was on the other line.  The way she pulled him when she was more 
excited about their destination than he was.  The beauty she could find in almost anything 
that they came across (especially if it had a designer name attached to it).  The way that 
she would murmur when she was having a dream.
He wouldn’t remember the way she looked when he had come to on the 
pavement.  The movies and TV always show the accident in the middle of the night, 
when it’s raining and lightening is the only source of light.  That’s not always how it 
happens.  Sometimes, some idiot kid is driving too fast, or too high, or both, in the middle 
of the day, when he has no right doing any of that.  Sometimes, this kid decides that he 
doesn’t have to wait for a red light to turn green before making a left turn.  Sometimes, 
this kid crashes into someone who is driving home from the Dunkin’ Donuts because his 
girlfriend convinced him that they both needed to try the new Halloween donut, and there 
was no other time that it could be done.
Sometimes, you wake up and find the person you love more than anyone in the 
world lying on the pavement, unconscious, like a discarded paper cup; crumpled and 
dripping.
By the time the ambulance had arrived, the kid had died.  John had crawled his 
way over to Savannah, not trusting his ability to walk.  She was just lying there, breathing 
very shallowly.  He wanted to hold her, but he feared he would injure her more.  Instead, 
he just cried.  The EMTs picked him up and took him in an ambulance to the hospital, 
trailing the vehicle that held Savannah.  They both arrived at the same time, but it took 
the doctors a long time to patch John up, and an even longer time to patch up his love.  
171
He waited patiently in the lobby for any news.
“Mr. Burke?” said a man clothed in OR scrubs.
“How is she?  Is she going to be OK?”
“The accident was very bad, Mr. Burke.  John?”  John nodded his head.  “She had 
a lot of internal bleeding.  We did the best we could, but she still suffered a lot of head 
trauma.  At this point, it’s kinda minute by minute.  We’ll just have to wait it out and see.  
It might help both of you if you go in and talk to her.  I’m sorry, John.”
He walked quickly down the hallway, torn between wanting to be with the woman 
he loved and not wanting to see her in the shape that he imagined her in.  The corners 
turned him around until he reached her room.
That brought him to where he now stood.  He looked down again and cursed the 
crumpled cup that had again managed to find its way into his fist.  He threw it at the trash 
can and missed; it skidded across the floor and under the hospital bed.  He went to the 
side of Savannah and held her hand in his.
“I’m here for you.  I haven’t forgotten you.  I love you.”  He wanted to say more, 
but he didn’t know what.  He didn’t want to get angry, and he didn’t want to cry.  He 
wanted to make sure he knew how she felt.  Maybe that would get her to wake up, come 
out of the coma that she was in.  Maybe, it would make it easier for her to…  He didn’t 
want to think about that.  Instead, he held her hand tightly in his.  He relaxed his grip, 
afraid that he might hurt her, before squeezing again tightly, afraid that he might lose her.
“Remember that time that we were at Gino’s and you ordered the 32 oz. steak 
because I knew you couldn’t finish it?  And you just kept eating the thing until you were 
looking a little sick, but you wouldn’t give up.  You just kept on cutting it and eating it, 
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eating some bread just to show me that you were serious?  Then, right before you took 
that last bite, you let out the loudest burp I’d ever heard.  Right there, in the middle of 
Gino’s, in your fancy dress, with all of those people all around?  And, with a twinkle in 
your eye, you ate the last piece?  And then got sick for the rest of the night?  I don’t know 
why I just thought about that, but remember?”  John put his head on her hand and fought 
off the tears that he knew would eventually break through.  “It was things like that that 
made me love you.”
A nurse came in to tell him that visiting hours were over, and that he’d have to 
leave, but she didn’t have the heart.  Instead, she picked up the crumpled paper cups that 
were on the floor and placed them quietly in the trash can.  She checked all of the 
machines to make sure they were working properly, wrote down a few useless facts in 
Savannah’s chart, and left the room without saying a word.
John watched her the whole time out of the corner of his eye, not wanting to 
accidentally catch her gaze and have her ruin the moment by speaking.  After she left, he 
looked up again, into the face that only those who loved her would still see as Savannah.  
A single tear fell, landing in between his and her hands.  He could feel it seep its way in 
between their flesh and spread out against his palm.
“I love you, and I will always love you.  No matter what happens, I will always 
love…”
He didn’t finish saying it again before her heart monitor started to slow.  “No!” he 
thought, as he jumped up and called for a nurse.  “This can’t be happening!”  The words 
he shouted for help were not the same ones coursing through his mind.  Doctors and 
nurses ran from all over the place.  The whole scene seemed to fade out in his mind, 
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losing its edges and its power with each weaker and slower beat of Savannah’s heart.  A 
nurse grabbed him by the shoulder’s.
“You’re going to have to come with me.  The doctor’s need the room.”
“I won’t leave her,” he shouted, viciously.
“If you want her to have the best chance of living, you will.”  She forced him out 
of the room as she said this, and closed the door behind them.  “You can go wait over 
there.  I’m sorry”
I’m sorry.  She said it with the voice of a woman who has seen the same thing 
many times in her life, and can no longer allow herself to share anyone's pain.
He walked over to the few couches that sat at the end of the hallway and sat 
down.  A clock beat in the background, and he saw that it was almost quarter past eleven.  
They had been there for almost seven hours now.  Taking in the deep breath that always 
follows the tears, he looked up through the glass ceiling and tried to find some solace, 
some certainty in the stars above.
He could feel the cold steel of the gun pressed firmly into the base of his skull.  
The brick wall bit at his face.  He had nowhere to go, and every reason right now to stay 
exactly where he was.
“Is this all you got, little man?” the voice behind him asked.  “You better have 
more than this.”
His arms were pressed above his head against the wall.  The jacket that he had 
worn out was not meant for comfort, but it sure looked damn good on him.  It was 
imported from Italy and had set him back $6800.  Right now, however, he wished he had 
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bought one for a few hundred somewhere in the city.  At least then the tightness that the 
fabric hugged him with wasn’t costing him a small fortune.
“My jacket is Italian silk.  It’s worth a few thousand.  You can take that.”  He 
would have mumbled those words, but the man behind him had loosened his grip to look 
towards a sound that came from the end of the alley.  “Just let me take it off.”
After a few seconds of hesitation, eyes still trained on the end of the alley, the 
man with the gun took a step back, gun still trained at the base of Paul’s skull.  “Alright.  
But don’t try nothing.  I’m a bit jumpy, and you wouldn’t want anything to happen.”
Paul slowly lowered his arms to his side and began to take the jacket off.  He got 
one sleeve off before the mugger grabbed at it and ripped it off of him.  Paul was turned 
around by the force and stumbled against the wall.  He would have gone down, but he 
was caught by the rough brick and held up.  It scratched at his back, hungry for more of 
him after it got its first taste.
“What about those shoes?”  He asked this as he pointed the gun at them, turned 
sideways.  He jerked it up slightly, as if to tell Paul that he had to stand up.  Paul slumped 
against the ground and began to unlace them.
“They’re from Italy, too.  You can probably get a few hundred for them.”  The 
first shoe came off, and he began to work on the laces of the second one.  Gun still 
trained on him, somewhere between his chest and his face, Paul tore the second shoe off 
of his foot and tossed it to the side of the man who was weighing his life against what he 
had just received.
“Alright, if that’s all you got, then I guess it’ll have to do.  I better not see you 
following me.”  He began to turn as Paul looked throughout the alley.  It was a dead end.  
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He would have to sit there for awhile before he could get up and leave, for fear that the 
robber would think that he was being followed.
Next to him, an alley cat jumped down from a fire escape that was dripping last 
night’s rain onto Paul’s head.  The cat landed on a trash can, sending the lid that was 
precariously balanced as it was, flying through the air.  The cat jumped aside and landed 
on the street, without making a noise.  The lid jumped aside and landed on the street, 
making a terrible crashing sound.
Before Paul could even turn his head, the man who had just taken everything of 
value Paul had handed him reeled around and took something else of value from Paul.  
The bullet struck him somewhere in the side, but cut through his gentle flesh until it hit 
the bottom of his spinal cord.  The pain seared up through Paul’s torso and jerked him 
onto the ground.  As he lay there in the alley, his head lolled over and rested in the 
middle of a puddle of brackish water.  His eyes focused slowly on the stars that were 
reflected off of the street that he believed to be his final resting place.
The last thing he heard before blacking out was a plea for someone to call an 
ambulance.  He would later be unable to remember if it was his voice or that of someone 
else.
“How tough can it be?” she joked, as she grabbed the jar from his hands.  “Come 
on, you’re a guy.  You should have no problem opening it up.”  Karen twisted as hard as 
she could, but only felt the metal slipping across her palm.  The lid wouldn’t budge.
Steve, taking the jar back, tried one more time.  “I guess they make childproof 
pickle jars now.  Who wants a pickle, anyway?”  He opened the fridge and slid the jar 
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across the cold, metal shelving.  It clanked as it slammed into a few other jars sitting in 
the back.  “How about some ice cream instead?”
Karen laughed; “A little bit of a jump between pickles and ice cream, Steve.  Not 
quite the same flavor.”
“Unless it’s pickle-flavored ice cream,” replied Steve.  “Do they even make that?”
“Uhm, probably not.  Eww.  That would be disgusting.”
“Yea, but it would take care of two pregnancy cravings at once.”
“Hmm, that’s true.  Of course, it wouldn’t help the morning sickness at all.  
You’d be puking that stuff up as soon as you got it down.”
Steve looked up as Karen said this, and they caught each others’ eyes.  Both 
started cracking up into laughter, the type that had characterized their friendship.  They 
both shared the same twisted sense of humor that led to the same odd movie selections 
and conversations that would drive their other friends crazy.  They ended up alone half of 
the time for just this reason.
“Come on, we’ll start the movie,” Karen said.  “What epitome of cinematic 
history did you pick for us this time, Mr. Ebert?  A boring documentary?  A musical?  A 
comedy?  A classic, like ‘Gone with the Wind’?  Frankly, Stephen, I don’t give a damn!”
Chuckling, Steve reached into the video store bag and pulled out two discs.  “We 
have Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure…or Bill and Ted’s Bogus Journey.  Do we see 
them travel through the annals of time to save mankind from war and poor history grades, 
or do we see them battle death to save humanity’s utopian society of the future?  Either 
way, they rock pretty hard.”
“Hmm, tough choice.  They’re both so good…” Karen quipped, rolling her eyes.  
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“Let’s go with Bogus Journey.  I just watched Excellent Adventure last week on Comedy 
Central.”
“You’re the boss,” Steve replied as he put the DVD into the player sitting on top 
of his TV.  “After all, I really feel that Keanu Reeves and Alex Winter finally assumed 
the identities of Bill and Ted in this movie instead of just playing their parts.  And the 
reference towards Ingmar Bergman’s ‘Seventh Seal’ just skyrockets the picture into the 
realm of cinematic greatness.”
“Oh yes.  A century from now, cinema scholars will be debating the merits of the 
Bill and Ted duology in academic settings throughout the world and publishing papers on 
its influence in Cahiers du Cinema.  Just push the play button and start the movie.”  
Karen had cornered herself on the couch and was spooning some ice cream into her 
mouth.  Steve came over and sat next to her.  He grabbed a spoon and hung it from his 
nose, crossing his eyes.  He stared at Karen like that for a few seconds before she turned 
her head and started to say something.
Through the ice cream in her mouth, she got out, “This ice cr…” before she 
started laughing uncontrollably.  The ice cream shot from her mouth and ran right into 
Steve’s face, knocking the spoon off of his nose.
“You just spit all over me!” he shouted, wiping ice cream from his eyes.
Had she not been laughing so hard, she would have said something about being 
sorry and it not having been her fault.  However, she was laughing so hard, so she only 
managed to get a few syllables out, along with a few trickles of ice cream that dripped 
down her chin.
“Oh, we’ll see what happens now!” Steve reached into the ice cream and pulled 
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out a scoop with his hand.  He shaped it into a snowball and hit Karen with it right on the 
forehead.  This just made her laugh harder.  She pulled the sticky snowball off of her 
head and threw it back at Steve.  He turned at the last second to try to avoid it, but instead 
it hit him in the ear.
“That’s cold!  Get it out of my ear!”
Karen, laughing hard but finally able to talk, told him, “Get it out yourself.  That’s 
what you get for starting a battle with the Coachman Street snowball world champion, 
‘89-’94.  I was unstoppable in my youth, and I obviously haven’t lost the touch.”
“Oh, I wasn’t aware I was in the presence of greatness.  How do you manage to 
walk around without someone unfurling the red carpet for you?”
“I manage.  I try to not let the fame go to my head.  After all, if you can’t relate to 
your fans, then you won’t be able to hold on to your popularity.  And we all know how 
insecure I would be without the praise of others.”
“I’ll be sure to knock you down a few pegs every once in awhile, just to keep your 
feet close to the ground.  And your head is already big enough.  Not your ego, mind you.  
Your skull looks like someone started inflating it with a bicycle pump.”
“Oh, shut up.  Come on, let’s go clean this mess up before something important 
happens in Bill and Ted.”  Karen started walking towards the bathroom.
“I think we still have a little while…” Steve joked.  He followed her into the 
bathroom, where she was toweling off her forehead.  “My ear drum is frozen.  I think I’m 
going to have permanent hearing loss in that ear.  Which, I guess, is a good thing, cause I 
don’t have to listen to you as much.  I can just nod my head and you’ll think I’m listening 
to you.”
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“Ha ha.  Very funny, Steve.  Here, let me get that for you.”  She rubbed the ice 
cream she had just wiped off of her forehead across his face, scrunching her face up in a 
way that made her look like she was pretending to be mad.
“Stop that!  I’m already fat enough!  I don’t need more calories all over my face!”  
They both laughed, and Karen finally stopped.  She started to wipe the ice cream out of 
his ear, when their eyes met.  The laughing stopped, but the smiles remained.  After a 
moment of silence, Steve started to lean in.  He made it halfway between the two before 
Karen’s lips met his.  Both pulled back right away, only to find each other again a second 
later.
They kissed for a few minutes before pulling apart.  Steve smiled, and Karen 
blushed.  “Come on, we should go watch the movie.”  She grabbed his hand and started 
to pull him back towards the other room.
“I’ll be there in a second,” Steve told her.  “Just have to finish cleaning this ice 
cream off.”  They smiled at each other, and Karen held onto his hand as she walked 
away.  Both of their arms were outstretched, and when the distance between them was 
longer than their arms, their fingers slowly slid out of each others’.  Karen turned, and 
Steve started to quickly get the rest of the sticky mess out of his ear and the hair around 
it.  He leaned over the toilet to look up at the sky.
“Thank you,” he whispered, and then he started walking towards the other room.
“I have no other choice,” Justin kept telling himself as he opened the door to the 
store.  The metal of the gun in his pocket was balanced by the cold of the metal of the 
door; he took a deep breath.  “I mean, we have to eat, don’t we?  And there’s all those 
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bills we have to pay.  How else am I supposed to get the money for everything?  I have 
no other choice.”
Accepting it as his only choice didn’t make him feel any better about it, however.  
It was still wrong, and it was still a huge risk.  Even if it was the only way, even if it was 
justified, it was still…it was still something that he knew he shouldn’t be doing.
“No,” he thought to himself, “it’s something I shouldn’t have to do.”
He walked around the store a few times, flipping through magazines on a rack and 
reading a few articles on the front page of the newspaper.  He was waiting for the mother 
and son to finish and leave before he started.  He didn’t want them to get in the middle of 
this.
He rounded the end of an aisle and hid behind the Tastykake display, looking 
towards the register.  There was only one kid working, and he couldn’t be more than 
twenty-five.  Justin wished he were that age again, if just to warn himself about where his 
life would take him.
If only he could tell himself to stay in school.  If only he could tell himself that a 
GED wouldn’t be enough to get him to a place in his life where he could be happy and 
secure.  If only he could tell himself not to spend that night with Gina…  No.  He 
wouldn’t tell himself not to do that.  He loved his little Christiana.  He wouldn’t trade her 
for anything in the world; he would never be able to look at her and tell her that he didn’t 
believe she should exist.  He wanted his family’s situation to be better; he wanted them to 
be happy, not himself.
He was looking at the chocolate cupcakes with peanut butter filling when he 
snapped back to attention, brought there by the jangle of the bell attached to the door.  He 
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looked up, cursing his luck at having someone else walk in, but instead he saw the mother 
dragging her son out of the store.
Justin’s heart started to race as his palms started to sweat.  “This is it, this is it, 
this is it…” he repeated, walking towards the cashier.
“Can I help you with anything?” asked the kid behind the counter.
“Yea, let me get a pack of Marlboros,” Justin somehow managed to get out 
smoothly, trying to distract the cashier for a minute.  He didn’t even smoke.  As the kid 
reached up to grab the cigarettes, Justin pulled his gun out and pointed it at his stomach.  
The kid threw the cigarettes down on the counter and started to ring it up before noticing 
that he was being held up.
“Anything els…Whoa!  Take it easy!  Please don’t shoot me.  Just what do you 
want?  You can have anything.  Please, I don’t want to die…”  the kid started to cry.
“Just give me all the money you have in the register and you won’t get hurt.  No 
quick movements.  Just reach down and take the money out with your left hand, and put 
it in a bag.  Nice and easy.”  Justin was slightly taken back by the ease with which he 
adopted that strong and commanding voice.  He grabbed the cigarettes and put them in 
his pocket, though he wasn’t sure why.
“Kid, stop crying.  You’re making me nervous.”  This had the opposite effect, and 
the kid became visibly even more terrified.  He dropped a roll of quarters and bent down 
to get them.  “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” shouted Justin, “forget ‘em.  Just grab the rest of the 
bills and hand the bag over.”
The kid shot up and grabbed the stack of ones from the register.  He shoved them 
in the bag and handed it over to Justin.
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“Alright, kid, now don’t do anything stupid like call the cops.  You wouldn’t want 
me to get mad.”  Justin wasn’t too worried about that, as the kid was currently curled up 
in the corner of the area behind the counter, cowering and crying into his knees.  Justin 
kept the gun trained on him as long as he could, walking towards the door.  As soon as he 
lost site of the kid behind the counter, he turned and threw the door open.  He began to 
run down the street, adrenaline fueling his heart like an old coal engine.  He could almost 
see the conductor shoveling the power into his heart.
At first, he thought he was just a little light-headed and hearing things, but it 
quickly became apparent that that was not the case.  There was definitely the sound of 
sirens screaming in his direction.
“Fuck!” shouted some part of him, in his head.  “That fucking kid called the cops!  
I can’t believe it.”  He was terrified.  All that adrenaline that was powering his legs now 
caused his brain to shoot to alertness, looking around for any place to hide.  He ducked 
into an alley and ran to the end of it.  It ended in a brick wall, with only one door locked 
from the inside.  He looked around and saw a few piles of boxes, a few garbage cans, and 
a pile of garbage bags.  He picked up a few of the boxes and stacked them by the garbage 
bags.  He worked his way in between a few bags and pushed the boxes until he could get 
a good view out of the alley from where he was hiding.
He sat there for a good half an hour before he saw the first cop car go by.  He 
heaved a sigh of relief when it didn’t stop.  He decided at some point that he was going to 
stay there until an hour or so had passed after he last saw any sign of the police.  He 
shifted uncomfortably, figuring it was going to be awhile.
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The hours passed, and Justin was beginning to retch from the smell of the garbage 
that he was sitting in.  He would get used to the smell until he shifted uncomfortably, 
releasing some new mix of rotting fumes into the air around him.  The wet ground had 
soaked through his jeans and he had to squirm every once in awhile to scratch an itch on 
his thigh.  Each tiny sound that escaped from his small hiding space convinced him that 
he was going to be caught, but no one had come for him yet.  Police cars kept passing 
through the alley, but not a single officer had walked down to take a closer look.
Justin looked at his watch and saw that it was almost eleven.  He had been hiding 
in that alley for almost five hours and it didn’t look like he would be leaving any time 
soon.  He didn’t even know if the police driving by were looking for him; they could be 
regular patrol cars that happened to be passing by an armed robber without even knowing 
there was one out there.
Somehow, he doubted that was true.  He pushed it out of his head as wishful 
thinking, and he went back to worrying about his freedom, about the well-being of his 
family.  Times were tough enough without him going to jail.
“Oh God,” he hazarded a whisper to himself.  “I could go to jail.  I can’t go to jail.  
I can’t.”  He shook his head and convinced himself that he wouldn’t be going to jail.  He 
couldn’t.  He wouldn’t make it, and neither would his family.
Another patrol car drove by, and Justin took another look at his watch.  None of 
the seconds seemed to last the same amount of time; some stretched into lifetimes, and 
some minutes would go by in the blink of an eye.  He leaned his head back against the 
wall and closed his eyes.  If the patrols didn’t let off soon, he would end up sleeping in 
the alley, in a pile of filth.
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He winced with pain as something fell out of one of the garbage bags and dug into 
his arm.  He looked down to see what it was, but he couldn’t quite make it out.  He 
brushed it off of his arm and watched it bounce off of the garbage bags before settling on 
some other garbage.  He leaned his head back again, but this time kept his eyes open and 
started gazing out across the stars.  He remembered back when his dad had taught him 
how to find some constellations, and he began to search for the familiar ones.  He didn’t 
even notice the patrol car that stopped at the end of the alley.
They had asked him to wait outside because there was a history of complications 
in her family, but a nurse had come out shortly afterwards and told Mark that there was 
nothing to worry about; both the mother and baby appeared to be doing fine.
“Would you like to go in and see them now?” she asked.  It was a rhetorical 
questions, and she opened the door as she asked it.  Mark pushed his way by her and 
rushed into the room.  He had been waiting not just the past nine months for this, but 
most of his adult life.  He had always wanted kids, but it wasn’t until he met Sheila that 
he found the woman that he had wanted to have those kids with.
They met accidentally at a Mr. Smoothie in the Menlo Park Mall.  It was a scene 
out of a bad romantic comedy; they each got the others’ smoothie and ended up bonding 
over the mishap.  It was the most fitting meeting for two hopeless romantics like Mark 
and Sheila, and this fact wasn’t lost on them.  They loved to tell everyone of the chance 
meeting that led to the whirlwind romance, casting their parts with whoever the hot 
Hollywood couple of the moment was.
It had only taken eleven months for Mark to propose, and those eleven months 
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were more than were needed for each of them to know that they had found the person for 
them.  The engagement would have happened sooner if Mark hadn’t taken the time to 
arrange for the perfect night out for them.  A picnic and a hike in the park, a bike ride 
along the reservoir, dinner at a fancy restaurant where they butchered the names of the 
entrees they ordered; this was the night that mark had been planning for.  He had tried to 
ask the question, getting down on one knee, but Sheila was kissing him and shouting 
‘Yes!’ before his leg hit the pavement.
Now, little more than nine months after the wedding, Mark knew his family was 
complete.  His entrance caused the doctor to look up at him with a big smile on his face.  
He was met with one even bigger.
“Congratulations, Mr. Little.  You have a beautiful baby girl, healthy as can be.  
We’ll let you two alone for a few minutes with the baby before we borrow it for a little 
while to make sure that everything’s OK.”  Dr. Hubbert folded some papers on his 
clipboard and left the room, closing the door gently behind him.
“Hey Baby,” he whispered as he bent down and kissed his wife on her forehead.  
“How you feeling?”
“I’m great,” Sheila squeezed out of the smile gracing her face.  “Isn’t mommy 
great, Amber Rose?”
The little baby wrapped up in Sheila’s arms moved slightly at her mother’s voice.
“Looks like she already knows her name,” beamed Mark.  “Can I hold her?”
“Of course, Daddy.  Here…”
Mark held his daughter in his arms and bounced her up and down slightly, trying 
to not jar her.  This whole experience was new to him, but he was determined to be the 
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perfect father, from the very beginning.
“Hey Amber Rose.  Hey baby.  How are you?  I’m your daddy and I’m going to 
make sure that everything good in the world happens to you.  You hear me?  I promise, 
I’ll always be there for you, no matter what happens.  You can always come to me for 
anything.”
The little baby in his arms gurgled a little bit, and moved her lips slightly.
“Look, Mommy, she’s smiling,” Mark said, tilting the baby to give Sheila a good 
view of her face.  “She knows how much we love her.”  He walked back over the Sheila 
and handed their little child back to her, watched the smile grow impossibly large on her 
face.
Dr. Hubbert peeked back into the room.  “Is everything OK in here?  Mind if I 
come in?”
“Of course, Doctor,” Mark replied, opening the door for him and holding it ajar as 
the doctor walked back into the room.  “Anything you need?”
“I’m sorry I’m going to have to steal your wife and child away from you, Mr. 
Little.  We just want to run a few more tests, considering Sheila’s family history, to make 
sure everything is fine.  There’s no reason to be concerned; we see no signs of anything 
wrong.  It’s just better to be safe than sorry, and if we find anything, we can start some 
type of treatment immediately and avoid any complications.”
“Anything, Doctor.  We all trust you with our lives.  Can I wait outside?”
“Of course, Mark.”  Dr. Hubbert called him by his familiar name; they had grown 
quite close over the past months.  Sheila’s family had a history of complications during 
childbirth, and Dr. Hubbert was more than happy to take the extra time to make sure 
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everything was going alright.  He was so used to seeing parents who didn’t care about the 
child; parents who would still drink and smoke in the house during the pregnancy.  Or 
cases where it was just the mother coming in.  He was glad to see that the happy family 
was still out there, and he went out of his way to make sure that a healthy child would be 
born into it.  “I’ll come get you as soon as we’ve finished, so you can spend time with 
your new family.”
“Thank you, Doctor,” beamed Mark as he left the room.  “Come get me as soon 
as you can!” he shouted back through the door.
He didn’t quite skip down the hallway, but it was decidedly different than a walk.  
All of his dreams had come true.  His life was exactly where he wanted it to be now, and 
he couldn’t possibly be happier.  He decided that he needed some fresh air, so he told one 
of the nurse’s that he’d be right outside the door if the doctor came looking for him.  She 
told him that she’d be sure the doctor knew where he was and then went back to her 
paperwork.
“I’m a father,” he smiled to her.  “I’m a father!” he smiled to everyone.
He threw the door opened and stepped outside.  The chilly air could not cool the 
fire that was burning in his heart.  He looked up towards the sky, and there wasn’t a cloud 
to be seen.  The beautiful moonlight filled the entire night, and all of the stars in the sky 
could be seen.  He smiled a little more.
*****
Some people noticed it, while others didn’t.  The sky’s a big, open landscape, and 
you can only take in so much at a time.  And who looks up at the stars much anymore, 
anyway?  The city lights drown out the more subtle radiance of the stars.  The world is 
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big enough as it is, and most people feel insignificant enough without thinking about all 
the other places out there that they’ll never reach.  So largely, it went unnoticed.
There’s so much majesty up there, though.  So many stars, so many galaxies, so 
many planets, so much space for something amazing to happen in.  It’s so big that 
something unbelievably beautiful must be happening at any given time; it’s so big that 
something unbelievably tragic must be happening at any given time.
And it was so subtle.  If it wasn’t being looked right at, it would be missed.  Even 
some of those who were looking right at it missed it.  But a little before a quarter past 
eleven, one fateful night, Alnilam, the star named after the Arabic word for ‘string of 
pearls’ and sitting right in the middle of Orion’s belt, shifted color slightly.  Its 
temperature dropped tenfold, changing it from blue-white to red.  It was well on its way 
to exploding as a supernova, but not before resting for awhile as a red super giant; its 
subtle beauty would be present for anyone who would take the time to look.
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cut threads and frayed knots
Dedicated to the memory of Kyle Ambrogi
I write these first sentences, as I will write the last, on a long train ride to Philly, 
trying to learn something from what has happened.
They were called in early that day to identify the body of their son.  By the time 
they were let go, the family was on the way.  They hopped on planes, trains, and buses to 
get where they needed to go.  They left as soon as they could.  When they got there, 
everyone shared.  They shared memories.  They shared feelings.  They shared time.  But 
most importantly, they shared pain.
They held each other through the week so that they each knew they were still
there.  They watched as friends came to pay their respects.  They watched as teammates 
and teachers marched by with solemn faces.  They felt anger.  At him.  At themselves.  
They wondered why he did.  They wondered why they didn’t. And they thought, to 
themselves (in case someone else might blame them), every little thing they could have 
done that might have changed it.
I’m a part of the “they.”  I was there.  I am there.  I will always be there.
The funeral passed through cold and wet air.  We all passed through cold and wet 
air, taking some of it with us.  In the end, he took some of it with him.  And he took some 
of us with him.
None of us took enough of him with us.
But let’s go back to that first morning.  Let’s go back to the room where he lay 
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before his parents.  Let’s go back to where we can try to learn something.
“It’s a tough job, and it never gets easier.  And you never know what to do…” he 
thought as he led them in to identify the body.  “Walking through that door must 
represent that last shred of hope.  No matter how sure you are that it’s them in that cold 
room, everyone has that small voice in the back of their head saying that it’s an 
unfamiliar face waiting for them.  Until they walk through that door.”
Her reaction told him all that he needed to know.  It had become cliché in movies, 
TV shows.  Law and Order.  That reaction; the turning of the head, the bursting into tears.  
No matter how many had fallen before, new ones found their way out at this moment.  It 
may have been just another common plot device on TV, but it was his reality.  He had to 
relive it almost every day of his life.  It was tough to watch, but it was his job.
What goes through your head at that moment?
Father:  Why, son?  Why would you do something like this?  You had so much going for 
you.  You were everything I could have ever wanted in a son.  And you were so close to 
graduating.  You had your whole life ahead of you.  What did I do that made you do this?  
Did I push you too hard?  Did I make you someone that you weren’t supposed to be?  I 
was so PROUD of you!  Did you know that?  Did you know that I love you?  I know I 
never told you, but you should have known.  It’s my fault.  Why did I waste all that time?  
At the office… With my friends…  If I had only known, I could have spent more time 
with you!  I WOULD have spent more time with you!  If I had only known I could have 
STOPPED THIS!  I wanted something so much better for you…
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Mother:  Oh, my little baby…How could you do this?  I love you so much; you were my 
life.  I gave up so much so that you could feel loved and know that you were wanted in 
this world.  Could I have done more?  Why didn’t you tell me that there was something 
else you needed?  If only I had been a better mother!  If only you felt you could come to 
me with anything.  If only…if only…if only I could have stopped this.  If only my love 
was enough.  Why did you have to do this?  I’m sorry I couldn’t be better for you.
I wish I could have made this life better for you.  I wish you had been happy when you 
left…
If their pain hadn’t been ringing in their ears, they might have heard his cell phone 
vibrating from the drawer.  But their pain had been ringing in their ears.
Maybe there’s something on the cell phone; a message that no one will listen to.  
Something that tells us something.
Message 1:  “Yo, bro.  What’s up?  A bunch of us are going downtown to watch the 
game.  You in?”
Message 2:  “Hey cuz.  What up?  Haven’t talked to you in awhile so I thought I’d check 
in and see what’s up.  Hear you had a few touchdowns last week; can’t wait til they 
broadcast one of your games up here so I can see you in action.  Listen, I was filling out 
applications tonight and I’m looking to apply down there.  Mind if I come down for a 
visit and you can show me around?  See ya later.”
Message 3:  “Hey.  It’s me.  I know we haven’t talked for like a month, and I know 
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you’re moving on and all, but I just wanted to say I’m sorry about some of the stuff I 
said.  I didn’t really mean it.  And, uh…yea so just let me know you got this.  Please.”
Message 4:  “…”click.
Message 5:  “Dude, you’re missing a great game.  We ran into your bro down here.  You 
should come check it out.”
Message 6:  “Hi, I just received a call from this number.  This is Jeff Turing.  I don’t 
know if it was a wrong number, or if I don’t have your number.  Bye.”
(Message 2 is me.  I never left that message, but this is my story - my chance to do what I 
can never really do.)
We could look somewhere else, but I doubt we’ll find anything.
I write these last sentences, as I wrote the first, on a long train ride to Philly, 
trying to learn something from what has happened.  Maybe that’s the lesson.
